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Abstract
It is a common perception among US employers, educators, and policymakers
that there is a shortage of skilled workers who meet vacant manufacturing jobs
requirements in the current workforce. Although opinions vary on who or what is
responsible for this shortage, a bigger question remains: How do we fix the problem? The
current study presented an analysis of students’ perceptions attending a technical college
in rural west Tennessee and their reasons for leaving the institution. These perceptions
offer insight into implementing practices to increase completion and retention rates at the
institution. College research strongly suggests students’ motivations expressed by their
reasons for enrolling, expectations, etc., do not vary significantly between students who
stay and students who leave (Martinez, 1997; Lamping & Ball 1996; Kenwright, 1997;
Davies et al., 1998). The 27 state technical colleges in Tennessee are known as TCATs
(Tennessee Colleges of Applied Technology). These institutions are the state’s premier
providers of technical/competency-based training. Their missions indicate they are
focused on contributing to economic and community development by training and
retraining employed workers who are highly skilled (TBR, n. d., “Office of ECD,” para.
1). The study setting, a technical college located in a distressed, at-risk county in rural
west Tennessee referred to as TCATR, was selected due to the increasing demand for
technical jobs and the desire to increase retention rates due to the absence of a qualified
workforce.
This quantitative study aimed to analyze the exit survey responses by students
enrolled from 2017–2019. Two research questions guided this inquiry: (1) Based on exit
interview data, what are technical college students’ reported reasons for program non-
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completion? (2) How do technical college students rate the institution’s programs,
services, and areas for improvement based on exit interview data?
Study findings provided evidence that 42% of students completing the exit
interview cited academic difficulties as the reason they failed to complete their programs.
A significant difference in institutional ratings by noncompleters as compared to
completers and graduates was found. Noncompleters gave the institution the highest
overall ratings, which supports academic barriers as their reason for leaving. This study
also identified that students enrolled in cohort programs (e. g., practical nursing, patient
care technology) were more apt to complete exit interviews and placement surveys due to
program cohesiveness. Finding concluded that students enrolled in female-dominated
programs were more likely to provide feedback related to programs and the institution.
This study’s findings could be used to initiate planning and develop policies that may
contribute to higher student completion and retention rates for technical colleges in rural
west Tennessee.
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Chapter I – Introduction
Higher education is promoted as a necessary requirement for success in the
modern-day workforce. Due to this shortage of skilled workers, interest in technical
education and training has started to emerge. Tennessee officials are making concerted
efforts via the “Drive to 55” initiative to help 55% of Tennesseans attain a college degree
or certificate by 2025 (Driveto55. org). For an individual to be successful, they must
obtain a certification, diploma, or degree after completing high school. A higher
education allows an individual to become more marketable and capable of earning a
livable wage. In 1979, Tennessee became the first state to base a portion of the funding
for higher education on an institution’s performance, particularly on the outcomes of the
students who enrolled at the institution (Banta, Rudolph, Dyke, & Fisher, 1996). This
connection to funding places institutional performance in a position of high importance.
Improving student retention in technical colleges is mainly a high priority in
Tennessee. Increasing retention would support the Drive to 55 initiative by providing
more certification and diploma attainment. Individuals who do not complete any
credential beyond a high school diploma can face a dramatically reduced earning
potential (Belfield & Bailey, 2017). Thus, low completion rates are an urgent problem for
millions of Americans seeking a pathway into the middle class and employers reliant on a
skilled and educated workforce (Levesque, 2018). Identifying reasons students leave
technical college before completion will allow the institutions to make the necessary
responses to assist with improving student retention.
Universities, community colleges, and technical colleges offer essential
postsecondary educational opportunities. However, technical colleges are often deemed
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the least desirable of the three, especially when compared to what some consider “real
college.” Ensuring that students are educated and trained for real-world jobs has been a
focus in Tennessee for many years. However, a noticeable decrease in the qualifications
of Tennessee’s workforce remains. Employers report increasing difficulty in finding and
retaining a skilled workforce (Bundgaard, 2018). The connection between education and
earnings contributes to an ongoing focus by Tennessee to help individuals attain a
certification, diploma, or degree. It is essential to understand the human capital theory
related to technical training and the effect of a credential on an individual’s earnings.
Technical colleges, such as the Tennessee Colleges of Applied Technology
(TCATs), can play a vital role in the local workforce being prepared and trained for jobs
that are in demand. These institutions work directly with industry employers to align
training programs with local and regional job-market demands and combat the “skills
shortage.” To identify ways to retain students in technical colleges in west Tennessee,
the current study provides an examination of student data from a technical college in rural
west Tennessee.
The History of Technical Colleges in the State of Tennessee
According to the rural west Tennessee College’s history, a statewide technical
college system was initially established by the Tennessee legislature during the 1963
General Assembly as Ripley State Area Vocational-Technical Schools (TCAT Ripley, n.
d.). The Tennessee State Board of Education system supervised these technical colleges
until June 20, 1983. On July 1, 1983, the Ripley State Area Vocational-Technical School
came under the Tennessee Board of Regents jurisdiction, mandated by the legislation
established by the Tennessee General Assembly House Bill No. 633; Chapter 181 of the
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Public Acts of 1983 (TCAT Ripley, n. d). On July 1, 1994, the school name system
changed to the Tennessee Technology Centers to better reflect the vision and mission of
the institutions (TCAT Ripley, n. d.).
Through legislative action on July 1, 2013, the Tennessee Technology Centers
became the Tennessee Colleges of Applied Technology (TCATs) as this name more
accurately reflected the purpose and mission of the college(s) and supported statewide
efforts to increase the numbers of Tennesseans earning postsecondary credentials (TCAT
Ripley, n. d.). The TCATs are a state-supported college system, with 27 institutions and
many satellite locations all governed by the Tennessee Board of Regents (TBR) (n. d.).
These 27 institutions are the state’s premier providers of workforce development,
offering over 70 occupational programs that support businesses by providing the local
workforce with career training and skills development (TBR, n. d.). There are 9 TCATs
in the western region of Tennessee, including TCATR in a rural, distressed County.
In 1967, TCATR began as the Ripley State Area Vocational Technical School. In
1997, the institution moved to its current location. Eight technical programs and one adult
education program are offered at TCATR. The institution is one of the premier suppliers
of workforce development throughout the State of Tennessee (TCAT Ripley, n. d.). The
college’s mission is fulfilled in its offering of competency-based training, characterized
by the superior quality of traditional and distance learning modes. The local economy and
community benefit from these two education modes because they make training
accessible to all Tennessee residents. The institution is a gateway to relationships
between community, business, and industry leaders (TCAT Ripley, n. d.).
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The TCATR location is one of the smaller technical colleges in Tennessee, with
an approximate annual enrollment ranging from 179 to 226 students, including full-time,
part-time, and dually enrolled high school students. The TCATR campus also has an
extension located in Tennessee’s Crockett County. This extended campus project
stemmed from efforts involving the local and state governments, the Tennessee Board of
Regents, and private donors. In 2017–2019, TCATR offered eight programs: (1)
manufacturing technology, (2) industrial electricity, (3) practical nursing, (4) patient care
technology/medical assisting, (5) health information management, (6) computer
information technology, (7) cosmetology, and (8) emergency medical technology. (A
complete list of programs and associated clock hours are listed in Table 1.) There are
currently seven full-time programs and one part-time program on the main campus, and
there are two full-time programs at the extended Bells Service Center in Crockett County.
The programs offered at TCATR are in high demand based on the community and
service-area workforce’s needs. These programs sometimes change based on employer
and workforce demands.
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Table 1. TCATR Programs Offered in 2017-2019
Programs
2017-2019
Manufacturing
Technology

Program
# of
Start
Prog.
Year
2016
1

Industrial Electricity

2006

1

Practical Nursing

1973

3

Patient Care
Technology/Medical
Assisting

2001

1

Health Information
Management

2019

1

Computer
Information
Technology

1997

1

Cosmetology

2018

1

Emergency Medical
Technology (PT)

2020

1

Awarded
Certificate (C)
Diploma (D)
Machine Operator (C)
Machine Set-Up (C)
Mechatronics
Manufacturing Technician
(D)
CPT Manufacturing
Technician (D)
Machine Manufacturing
Technician (D)
Welding Manufacturing
Technician (D)
Electrician Helper (C)
Electrician Apprentice
Class II (D)
Electrician Apprentice
Class I (D)
Industrial Electrician (D)
Nurse Aid (C)
Practical Nurse (D)
Phlebotomy (C)
Nurse Aid (C)
Electrocardiogram (C)
Patient Care Technician
(D)
Health Information Support
(C)
Health Information
Coordinator (C)
Health Information
Specialist (D)
Desktop Technician (C)
Networking+ (C)
Security+ (C))
Comp. System Support (D)
IT Specialist (D)
IT Systems Coordinator
(D)
Shampooist (C))
Cosmetologist (D)
Basic Emergency Medical
Technician (C))
Advanced Emergency
Medical Technician (D)
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Program Clock
Length Hours
12
Months

1296

16
Months

1728

12
1296
Months
8 Months 864

12
Months

1296

20
Months

2,160

14
Months
12
Months

1,500
744

TCATR has a 12-month, 3-trimester calendar system. Each trimester has 72 days
that the college provides training for the students. Full-time students attend Monday –
Friday between the hours of 8:00 a.m. and 2:30 p.m. Students attend 6 hours per day and
can attain 432 clock hours per trimester and 1296 clock hours per year with perfect
attendance. Part-time students have varying schedules that dictate the number of hours
obtained each day and accumulated each trimester and calendar year.
Aside from the emergency medical technology, practical nursing, and patient care
technology/medical assisting programs, TCATR is considered an open entry/open exit,
clock-hour postsecondary institution. Open entry refers to new students being able to start
classes on any Monday throughout the trimester. Students can earn certificates and
diplomas in specific programs. The labor markets include Lauderdale and Crockett
counties and Tipton, Gibson, Dyer, Lake, Madison, and Shelby counties. Six small rural
towns are within the service delivery area (SDA): Alamo, Bells, Halls, Henning, Gates,
and Ripley.
Characteristics of Rural West Tennessee County
According to Tennessee population projections (WTIA, n.d.), TCATR’s service
area is predominantly rural, with over half the residents in rural settings (59%) and under
half the residents in urban settings (47%). The Rural West Tennessee (RWT) County is
among the five Tennessee counties with the slowest projected total population growth.
The county also has one of the highest unemployment rates despite Tennessee has one of
the lowest unemployment rates in the nation. In April 2017, the county’s unemployment
rate was 6%, placing it among the highest rates in the state. According to data from the
Transparent Tennessee report in 2020, the average 3-year unemployment rate for RWT
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County was 7. 5%, (Economic and Community Development statistics, 2020).
Simultaneously, the national unemployment rate was 4. 7% (TN. gov, 2020), this rate
fueled by the lack of employer diversity and very few industries in the county.
Historically, both RWT and Crockett counties have relied on manufacturing jobs. The
population is not expected to grow, and unemployment rates are high in the county.
Dually enrolled students in RWT and Crockett counties are targeted in recruitment and
retentions efforts at TCATR as it is part of the college’s strategic plan to show dualenrollment students that the technical college is a viable post-secondary option.
Generally, if educational attainment in the area sees a boost, future employers may
consider moving into the area.
The RWT County is considered a distressed county. According to data from the
Transparent Tennessee report provided by the Economic and Community Development
statistics, distressed counties in Tennessee rank among the 10% most economically
distressed counties in the nation (TN. gov, 2020). Every year, the Appalachian Regional
Commission (ARC) prepares an economic-status index for every U. S. county (TN. gov,
2020) with economic status designated via a composite measure of the 3-year average of
unemployment rates, poverty rates, and per capita market income. According to the West
Tennessee Industrial Association (2019), the county’s population decreased by 2.63%
from 2000 to 2010, a population decline to 25,274 from 27,101. The surrounding area’s
labor market was estimated to be around 3,853, and the per capita income was $28,141 in
2017. There are seven local manufacturing industries: Marvin Windows and Doors, SRG
Global, Komatsu America, American Greetings, West Tennessee Ready Mix, Digital
Factory, and FAIST light Metals.
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According to the West Tennessee Industrial Association (2019), 75. 2% of RWT
County residents hold a high school diploma or higher; 4.5% holds an associate degree,
and 8.6% of the population have earned a bachelor’s degree. Only 17. 5% of the
population have some college education. The county also has other challenges that
primarily affect rural areas, such as the lack of a public transportation system and poor
access to broadband internet. It is essential to understand these rural community
challenges to address obstacles to regional employment growth. Appropriate education is
just one avenue through which an individual can gain the skills necessary to find stable
employment over their lifetime (Hartog & van den Brick, 2007).
Barriers to Education in Rural West Tennessee
Rural counties are located outside of cities and towns and have low population
density. Often rural areas consist of undeveloped land, farmland, or forest. The 2010
Census maintains 93% of Tennessee is comprised of rural areas. Geographical location
plays an essential role in a student’s academic achievement and is often overlooked by
administrators searching for school improvement (Tennessee Educational Equity
Coalition, 2018). People living in rural areas have unique barriers and challenges related
to economic and community development and health. In 2015, the Governor formed a
Rural Task Force for the sole purpose of bringing together resources from a wide range
of organizations to advance rural communities and increase economic development
(TN.gov, 2015). Tennessee’s rural communities face unique and specific challenges.
Data from economic research shows there are higher rates of poverty in rural
communities, including low household income, and low rates of postsecondary
attainment (Murray, 2018). Rural communities have also seen increased healthcare
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barriers and limited access to technology (Center for Disease Control and Prevention,
2018). Rural schools are spread throughout Tennessee’s 95 counties, in areas with
varying levels of poverty and economic opportunity. While on average, schools in rural
areas serve smaller numbers of students, these smaller numbers can create their own set
of challenges for schools to obtain adequate resources or serve specific student
populations (Showalter, Klein, & Johnson, 2017). Perhaps the most critical factor for
achieving student success is access to highly effective educators. According to Cuervo
and Acquaro (2017), teachers and leaders profoundly impact a school’s overall
performance. Classroom teachers are the single most important in-school factor for
student success (Cuervo & Acquaro, 2017).
The Governor’s Rural Task Force seeks to continuously engage with stakeholders
to improve health, education, entrepreneurial opportunities, create innovative and digital
infrastructure, and improve economic and workforce development (TN.gov, 2015). This
study will provide stakeholders with additional insight into students’ perceptions
attending a Tennessee College of Applied Technology in rural west Tennessee and their
reasons for leaving the institution. Findings from this study could assist with creating a
policy that reflects the needs of students in rural communities and increase retention rates
at technical colleges in rural west Tennessee.
Statement of the Problem
Policymakers, community leaders, and industries continue to discuss the shortage
of workers with technical skills and the impact skills shortage has on the workforce in
Tennessee. A deeper understanding of students’ reasons for leaving technical colleges is
needed. Technical colleges continue to promote student success by preparing and
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graduating students to enter the workforce. Exploring the perceptions of former students
who exited their programs and their reasons for noncompletion will provide valuable
insight that may help shape efforts to increase the numbers of skilled workers in the local
workforce and assist with increasing completion and retention rates. This insight will
allow officials to appropriately respond to noncompleters’ concerns and develop and
implement practices to support student completion and retention. Additionally, such
information may support the institution’s administrators as they explore efforts to
increase program retention. Although Tennessee officials have targeted extensive effort
toward encouraging Tennesseans to earn college degrees or certificates by 2025, there is
little to no research related to state technical colleges in rural west Tennessee. To
effectively address student barriers that affect their retention and completion, educators,
employers, and policymakers must be aware of these challenges and create solutions to
promote the success of Tennessee students.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the current study was to provide insight into why students exit the
programs at technical colleges. With current workforce demands at an all-time high
throughout the state and considering that this state technical college is in a distressed
county in west Tennessee, it is important to understand students’ reasons for exiting
before completion. Successful completion of a technical college program can equate to an
individual earning or not earning a livable wage, as a certification or diploma usually
results in someone being able to secure a better job and a higher salary.
Data from exit interviews and placement surveys, given voluntarily by students
withdrawing from or completing their programs of study, were used to identify students’
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reasons for leaving the institution and those students’ perceptions regarding whether they
were properly trained while enrolled. Rural communities throughout Tennessee, and the
TCATR community, may utilize findings from this study to increase the numbers of
highly skilled workers in their local workforces by responding to students’ issues and
implementing practices to support student completion. Such information may also
influence institutional administrators as they seek ways to increase program completion
and retention rates.
Theoretical Framework
Student retention has been an underlying problem at colleges and universities for
many years. Despite the many studies, why students leave college still poses a longstanding and nettlesome problem to both scholars and administrators (Braxton, 1999).
Colleges are committed to address the retention and completion issues of their graduates.
Implementing comprehensive and intentional plans to address retention involves a
strategic review of data and the involvement of Academic Affairs, Student Affairs, and
Business and Finance (Mescon, T., 2011).
Identifying overarching themes will enable institutions to address retention
strategically. By reviewing survey results related to programs, services, and areas of
improvement, technical colleges will know to strengthen student retention. California
State University, Long Beach (CSULB) developed an innovation exchange, which
allowed programs to engage faculty in learning and applying best practices for successful
teaching and introducing supplemental instruction to increase academic performance and
retention through extended instructional time and collaborative learning strategies.
Increasing student retention will heighten student success and outcomes. This framework

11

was relevant for policymakers and colleges seeking to provide students with a viable
route to upward economic mobility, employers hoping to strengthen their workforce
development partnerships, and philanthropies invested in reducing economic inequality
(Levesque E. 2018).
Context and Conceptual Framework
To better understand the state’s technical college structure and the challenges
students face, we must first understand student engagement for those pursuing
manufacturing careers to create better lives for themselves. According to Blakley and
Bradshaw (2002), “American workers are woefully undertrained for their current jobs
and not prepared for future opportunities” (p. 252). A survey (as cited in Blakely &
Bradshaw, 2002) showed that 90% of U. S. workers need to improve their computer
skills while 60% need to improve their analytical skills to keep their current jobs.
Workforce education can lead to human capital development, which improves business
and industrial growth (Wilson, 2009). For these reasons, the human capital theory, served
as a blueprint to the researcher’s approach to understanding TCATR students’
perceptions.
Human capital refers to the economic value of knowledge and skills that
individuals acquire (Hornbeck & Salamon, 1991; McFadyen, 2006; Schultz, 1961), and
the development of human capital requires investment (Becker, 1964, 1994; Schultz,
1961, 1975) and sacrifice (Mincer, 1989) for which the returns are reaped over a period
by both the individual and the society (Hornbeck & Salamon, 1991; McFadyen, 2006;
Sweetland, 1996). The human capital theory emphasizes how training and education can
be a personal and powerful social lever that benefits the nation’s economy (Fitzsimons,
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1999, McFadyen, 2006; Van der Merwe, 2010; Zula & Chermack, 2007). The
accumulation of human capital is perceived to contribute to a nation’s citizens’ health and
well-being (Shultz, 1963). This theory supports TCAT’s mission: to prepare students for
high skill, high wage jobs. By obtaining a credential, an individual becomes more
marketable and can earn higher wages. The human capital theory has roots in education
and economics and alludes to the notion that the higher an individual’s level of education,
the higher his or her economic returns to society (Mihm-Herold, 2010).
Research Questions
Two research questions guided the current examination of the reasons that
students who attended TCATR between the years 2017–2019 exited the institution. These
questions include:
1. Based on exit interview data, what are technical college students’ reported
reasons for program noncompletion?
2. How do technical college students rate the institution’s programs, services, and
areas for improvement based on exit interview data?
Research Design
Quantitative content analysis (QCA) is a research method in which it is assumed
that phenomena should be studied objectively to find reality within known probabilities,
with an emphasis on measurement, numeric data, control, and objectivity (McMillian,
2012). There is a focus on selected components of the material; however, the process
typically begins with the researcher becoming familiarized with all the data (Neuendorf,
2016). The research conducted in the current inquiry was nonexperimental. The data
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were not able to be manipulated, and there was little control over outside factors that may
have influenced the study.
Interpretivism Analysis
From an interpretive perspective, there are no attempts to adjudicate between
competing truth-based claims to determine a single best answer. Instead, interpretivism
suggests that all we can do is accurately and thoroughly document the investigated
perspective (Butin, 2010). Interpretivism allows researchers to interpret elements of the
study and integrate human interest (Dudovskiy, 2019). Study findings will be interpreted
by the documentation and sorting of the responses from exit interviews and placement
surveys collected from 2017–2019 to determine students’ barriers to completion.
Significance of the Study
On July 22, 2014, there was a shift in the nation toward the need to equipping
America’s workforce with the education, skills, and credentials required in high demand
industries. Congress passed into law the bipartisan Workforce Innovation and
Opportunity Act (WIOA), which calls for cross-system alignment and education and
training focused on the skills needed in the industries and occupations in highest demand.
The WIOA is a regional collaboration focused on the skills-related needs of regional and
local economies. Governor Bill Haslam launched the Drive to 55 initiative in 2013 to
increase postsecondary credentials for Tennesseans. This initiative would not be
sustainable without adult learners increasing personal, educational attainment. According
to the Tennessee Higher Education Commission (2015), adult learners produced quality
results for employers through technical education. Using data from this report
(Tennessee Higher Education Commission, 2015), the TCATs enrolled 11,014 adult
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undergraduate students in Fall 2015. This report developed a roadmap showing the due
diligence of the postsecondary partner’s united efforts to achieve the Drive to 55. Data
from the Tennessee governor’s office (2015) showed that only 32% of the population
held at least a 2-year degree, while 55% of Tennessee jobs would require some form of
postsecondary education by 2025.
Identifying the reasons that students enrolling at technical colleges fail to
complete their programs may be beneficial to both state and local stakeholders, including
education and training providers, state and local officials, workforce and economic
development boards and leaders, employers, community-based organizations, and any
others interested in comprehensive education and workforce development systems. These
types of systems help students, jobseekers, and workers attain the competencies and
credentials needed for high demand careers. These systems also produce a pool of the
types of skilled workers needed in high demand industries and occupations for
employers.
Definitions of Terms
In the current study, the following terms, and definitions, as defined by the
Council on Occupational Education (2020), are used:
Exit interview and placement surveys: Voluntary surveys given to students
withdrawing, completing, or terminating a program. The surveys contained questions
related to student experiences while attending the institution of study, TCATR.
Graduate: A student who has completed the program, demonstrated the
competencies required for the program, and has been awarded the appropriate certificates
and/or diplomas.
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Completer: An individual who left a program before graduation but completed at
least one certification and acquired sufficient employment competencies in the field of
instruction or a related field as evidenced by such employment.
Noncompleter: An individual who left a program before earning any recognizable
credential and who failed to acquire sufficient employment competencies in the field of
instruction, or a related field as evidenced by such employment.
COE Annual Report: The annual report required by the Council on Occupational
Education lists institutional data for technical colleges about enrollment, completers,
noncompleters, graduates, completion rates, placement rates, and licensure rates.
Retention: A continual enrollment (or degree completion) within the same
institution.
Assumptions
TCATR provided the data for this study; both the Tennessee Board of Regents
and the College were forthcoming with the information requested. It is also assumed that
all the documents provided are original documents that have not been altered, except for
personal identifying information. The final assumption related to this study is that the
data were thorough, secured, and verified for authenticity.
Delimitations
The first delimitation of the current study is the researcher’s choice to analyze
perceptions about the technical college experience and reasons for noncompletion at
TCATR. A second delimitation is the choice of study participants—no human subjects
participated in any form of experimental research. Interview data and placement surveys
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were used as data in this study. The study participants (those providing the data) did not
know the data would ever be reviewed for research purposes.
Limitations
The study’s first limitation is regionality: Only one technical college in rural
northwestern Tennessee was included in the research. Therefore, the results of this study
cannot be generally applied to other colleges in western Tennessee. The second limitation
of this study relates to time. The surveys reviewed in this study were from 2017–2019. In
this time frame, exit interviews were being stored in paper form as this was before they
were converted to digital forms in the student information system. The examination of
original forms allowed review and interpretation of written answers. However, this did
shorten the period time data were gathered. The third limitation of this study relates to
number of surveys. The institution was unable to determine how many students did not
take the survey upon exit. Only completed surveys were analyzed.
Summary
Although there have been many studies of student retention and completion,
examining the perceptions of the technical college experience and students’ reasons for
noncompletion, particularly at TCATR, may lead institutional administrators to seek new
ways to increase their rates of program retention and completion. In the current study,
data from students exiting the technical college were collected. Although extensive
efforts have been made in Tennessee to encourage residents to attain college degrees,
certificates, or diplomas by the year 2025, there is little to no research on whether these
students have reported issues or barriers that affect their program completion, in rural
western Tennessee. The current study was conducted to provide insight into students’
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reasons for not completing their technical college programs. It is imperative that
educators, employers, and policymakers unify their resources to address former students’
problems and develop solutions that make workforce development and credentialing
opportunities throughout Tennesseans more accessible and expand avenues for the
institution to increase retention.
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Chapter II – Literature Review
Although the connection between postsecondary education and job attainment
seems apparent, a shortage of skilled workers remains in the labor market in rural western
Tennessee. Employers report increasing difficulty finding and retaining skilled workers.
Due to this shortage, there has been renewed interest in technical education and training
in the last decade. An effort to increase retention and completion rates at technical
colleges must assist in meeting these demands. Efforts are also being made in Tennessee,
for example, the Drive to 55 Alliance, which seeks to help 55% of Tennesseans earn
college degrees or certificates by 2025 (Driveto55. org). Because there is a direct
connection between education and earnings, a focus dedicated to supporting students to
earn postsecondary credentials is needed. The technical college, specifically the
Tennessee Colleges of Applied Technology (TCATs), can play a vital role in workforce
preparation and training for high demand jobs by partnering with industry employers and
aligning training programs with job-market demands.
In the current study, it was critical to review the literature surrounding human
capital theory related to technical training and the effect of a credential on an individual’s
earnings. Identifying means to increase retention rates is very important to the institutions
and the workforce. Workforce development and its connection to individuals being able
to secure employment in rural areas of western Tennessee were also crucial in this study.
Rural areas, such as one of interest in the current study, present distinct opportunities and
challenges in education and work. Research has demonstrated that social deprivation
correlates with retention and achievement across the college sector (Davies & Rudden,
2000). Residents in rural areas should know the programs available at local technical
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colleges, specifically those offered at TCATs. There are 27 state technical colleges in
Tennessee, 8 of which are in west Tennessee. One is in a distressed county that battles
high unemployment rates stemming from the lack of a skilled, qualified workforce. Local
employers struggle to fill positions due to the vast skills gap between available workers
and job qualifications. There is a critical need to align postsecondary technical education
with available positions. Therefore, it is necessary to understand the reasons students
leave technical colleges before completion to increase student retention.
Defining Vocational and Technical Education
Various terms to reference technical education, such as trade, shop, skilled
education, CTE (career and technical education), technical education, vo-tech, and
technical/skills development are traditionally used. Technical training programs are
offered at various institutions, on the job, at colleges, at public and private technical
institutions, and through continuing education opportunities (Chappell, 2003; Grubb &
Sweet, 2004; Karmel, 2011). The need to define vocational education, and its value was
identified in Tennessee’s mid-1960s when the State Area Vocational-Technical Schools
became the Tennessee Technology Centers. Through the legislature’s act, the Tennessee
Technology Centers became the Tennessee Colleges of Applied Technology (TCATs) on
July 1, 2013 (TCAT Ripley, n. d.). The TCATs are supported by a state college system,
with 27 institutions throughout Tennessee. All are governed by the Tennessee Board of
Regents (TBR) (TBR, n. d.). These 27 TCATs are Tennessee’s premier provider of
workforce development, offering over 70 occupational programs that provide career
training and help industries and businesses construct skilled local workforces.
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Technical education provides individuals with the skills, knowledge, and training
needed to enter the world of work in specific occupations. Technical education also
introduces students to workplace competencies essential in any career (National
Association of State Directors of Career Technical Education Consortium, 2003).
“Technical education and training” are broad terms referring to individual aspects of the
educational process. In addition to general education, this process involves an
individual’s attainment of practical skills, understanding, and knowledge relating to
occupations in numerous sectors of economic and social life and the study of
technologies and any related sciences (United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization, 2004). Studies that limit themselves to surveys of withdrawn
students can indicate the range of causative reasons and specify those related to the
college (Martinez, 2001).
Human Capital Theory
The human capital theory is based on claims from economics and educators.
Believing advanced training and education equates to higher economic returns to society
(Sweetland, 1996). Most human capital research centers around postsecondary
educational options and their returns (Mihm-Herold, 2010). As the economy continues to
change, postsecondary program offerings must remain relevant and meet current industry
demands; training institutions and programs must be adapted to meet employers’
differing expectations in the new economies (Workforce Strategy Center, 2001).
According to the U. S. Department of Education (2012), three-quarters of the
nation’s employers determined that increasing the number of individuals completing
postsecondary degrees or credentials would contribute to their company’s success. The
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TCATs offer affordable, applicable, and reliable technical education programs that
continuously support changing industry demands. Adult learners are seeking personal
education opportunities—teaching these learners the importance of workforce
development allows for a broader view of the ways technical colleges provide training for
real-world jobs.
Many theoretical models involving technical training conceptualized within a
sociological or economic framework or both. Economic models and the human capital
model (Becker, 1962; Schultz, 1961) have been applied in educational decision-making
since the introduction of human capital theory in the 1960s (Tognatta, 2014). Although
the human capital theory was formally articulated and labeled in the late 1950s and early
1960s by economists Peter Drucker, T. W. Schultz, and Burton A. Weisbrod, the
concepts on which the theory rests have been standard coinage in education since at least
the middle of the 19th century (Violas, 2017). The fundamental assumption of the human
capital theory (Becker, 1964; Schultz, 1961) is that “increases in schooling are responses
to an increased demand for skilled labor” (Walters, 2004, p. 99). According to Walters
(2004), individuals will continue to strive for higher education levels until the cost of
gaining more education is more significant than the benefits education provides.
Attention was first dedicated to human capital when economists realized that the growth
of physical capital does not explain income growth in most countries (Walters, 2004).
The human capital theory has not been without criticism. Little (2012) succinctly
expressed that screening is the process used when determining individuals’ prolific
abilities. Education is one instrument used to sort an individual’s capabilities and assigns
those abilities with educational credentials. Screening models are used to determine
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whether credentials reflect the productivity-enhancing effects of education or instead
represent some innate productive ability of the individual (Little, 2012). The human
capital theory is also questioned because it provides little insight why different
postsecondary programs are correlated with particular jobs rather than “years of
schooling” (Brown, 1995).
There is a crucial need for Tennesseans to understand the importance of
workforce development. According to the National Association of State Directors of
Career Technical Education Consortium (NASDCTEC) (NASDCTEC, 2011) several
fundamental questions are brought to the forefront. How can adult workers best secure
high demand jobs? How can employers ensure that the current workforce continues to
evolve with the skills required to meet industry workforce demands? Using statistical
data, NASDCTEC found that employers are struggling to fill job vacancies with qualified
workers despite high employment rates in some areas. This skills shortage stems, in part,
from an incongruence between students’ secondary and postsecondary education choices
and job-market demands (NASDCTEC, 2011). As the economy changes, postsecondary
program offerings must change as well.
Prolonged periods of high unemployment triggered by job decline likely lead to
the deterioration of work-related skills, leading to even more significant difficulties
finding good jobs as the economy recovered (Fein, 2012). Postsecondary education and
training should be planned in a series of manageable steps that lead to successively higher
credentials and employment opportunities in growing occupations (Fein, 2012). This
model is the foundation of the TCATs system as each program offered is designed to
prepare students for the next level of employment and education via marketable
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credentialing. Students can earn certifications and diplomas at each level of training,
creating real employment opportunities at several stages throughout the program.
According to Hedge and Rineer (2017), career-pathway systems can provide
people with the structure essential to career progression and help them develop
competencies that increase their employability. This system, in turn, helps organizations
with employee development, engagement, and retention. Researchers Sultana & Malik
(2019) have stated that the traditional career model is being replaced by a “protean”
model in which people must take ownership of their career development (Sultana &
Malik, 2019). In this model, employees must continually build upon new competencies
that will enable them to acclimate to ever-changing workplace demands across several
organizations (Lawler & Findgold, 2000). Educating people in the current workforce and
those who will be entering technical education career pathways, will help support the
need to align postsecondary training with job attainment. According to Walters (2004),
most educated, skilled people almost always earn more than others who are not educated
or skilled.
The Need for Technical Education
In 2014, the United States addressed the need to equip the nation’s workforce
with the education, skills, and credentials required in high demand industries. Congress
passed the bipartisan Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA), which called
for cross-system alignment and education and training focused on the needs of highdemand industry occupations. The WIOA is a regional collaboration with a focus on the
skill-related needs of regional and local economies. The establishment of a career-
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pathways system makes it easier for all Americans to acquire the skills and credentials
needed to sustain jobs and careers (U. S. Department of Education, 2015).
Tennessee’s Drive to 55 initiative implemented to increase postsecondary
credentials in Tennessee would not be sustainable without adult learners increasing
individual educational attainment. According to the Adult Student Factbook (TN.Gov,
2016), technical education is beneficial to adult learners and leads to employers getting
higher quality results. Using data from this report, the TCATs enrolled 11,014 adult
undergraduate students in Fall 2015. The Factbook was used as a roadmap to demonstrate
the due diligence of the postsecondary partners’ united efforts to achieve the Drive to 55
initiative’s mission. Only 32% of the population held at least a 2-year degree in 2014,
but 55% of the jobs available in Tennessee by the year 2025 would require some form of
postsecondary education (Tennessee Governor’s Office, 2014).
Workforce development and the technical career-pathways approach are useful to
state and local stakeholders, including education and training providers, state and local
officials, workforce and economic development boards and leaders, employers,
community-based organizations, and others interested in the establishment of a
comprehensive education and workforce development system. Such systems help
students, jobseekers, and workers attain the competencies and credentials needed for high
demand careers. They also provide employers with the skilled workforce needed in high
demand industries and occupations (U.S. Department of Education, 2015).
History has supported the need for technical training, but the promotion of
vocational training has fluctuated primarily along with policies dictated by secondary
institutions. In the 1950s, an altered philosophy emerged: students should follow separate

25

educational tracks according to individual ability. College-bound students would take
traditional academic courses such as Latin, creative writing, science, and math, but these
students got no vocational or technical training. The students that were not considered
college-bound took basic academic courses, but they also had vocational training or
“shop” courses (Wyman, 2018). Ascertaining ability alone satisfied neither educators nor
parents. Postsecondary educators did not believe students were being ranked according to
their aptitudes, rather for their socioeconomic status and race. By the end of the 1950s,
the mainstream educational path started to be a counteractive pathway that restricted
minorities and working students. However, the impact against tracking this pathway did
not bring vocational education back to the academic forefront. Instead, the emphasis
shifted to preparing all students for postsecondary education. Today, college preparation
is still the center of most high school courses (Wyman, 2015). However, technical
colleges and vocational training should be included in the consultations, as high schools
prepare students for college.
Questions arise such as, “Why are technical colleges not held in the same esteem
as community colleges or universities?” and “Why is there so little knowledge about the
proven success of technical colleges?” These are legitimate questions that require
answers. These questions have encouraged researchers to begin the conversation and
gather data to promote and evaluate technical colleges’ importance, specifically the
Tennessee Colleges of Applied Technology. The need to align postsecondary technical
education and jobs will increase workforce development and enhance the understanding
or the misrepresentation of the advantages of attending a technical college.
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The War on Poverty in Rural Tennessee
Rural areas are defined as locations outside of towns and cities, meaning that all
populations, housing, and territories not part of an urban area are considered rural.
Approximately 950,000 students are enrolled in postsecondary institutions in Tennessee.
Furthermore, the state is divided into 142 districts with urban and rural populations. In
rural communities, schools are more than just educational buildings—schools establish a
loyalty and identity culture. Although all community types have their issues, rural
communities are plagued with poverty, limited resources, low parental involvement in the
community, and inadequate employment options to properly train students for highdemand jobs (National Association of State Boards of Education, 2016). Additionally,
rural school systems struggle with insufficient funding, lack of access to technologies
(e.g., broadband internet), student drug use, and student mental issues (Preston, Jakubiec,
& Kooymans, 2013).
Rural areas can be defined as any area outside of an urbanized area or urbanized
cluster (US Census, 2010). According to the National Center for Education Statistics
(2016), rural communities accounted for 57% of school districts, 32% of schools, and
24% of students in 2013. According to the Tennessee Department of Education (2019),
Tennessee students’ academic performance is still below the national average, and
significant socioeconomic achievement gaps compound this underperformance. From
2010 to 2011, over half the school districts operating in Tennessee were rural (The Blog,
2013). The rural education system in Tennessee is consists of the Department of
Education, the Southern Regional Education Board (SREB), local school boards,
superintendents, principals, and the county government.
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In rural communities, schools are more than just buildings as families are deeply
invested in their communities. On average, approximately 20% of students in rural
communities live in poverty, and in some rural areas, school districts suffer from
insufficient funding, which leads to lagging building infrastructure. Gagnon and
Mattingly (2015) focused on equity gaps and staffing issues in rural areas, finding that
the equity gaps in rural schools created concerns about teacher quality and associated
disparities. The researchers revealed that students in rural schools were more likely to
have novice teachers and teachers without advanced degrees, particularly master’s
degrees (Gagnon & Mattingly, 2015). Rural schools struggle to attract high-quality
teachers, which places students in rural areas at a disadvantage.
The human capital theory supported arguments for the “war on poverty,” which
was legislation introduced in the 1960s by President Lyndon B. Johnson intended to help
end poverty (Sweetland, 1996). Poor quality education is but one element in a series of
social factors that reinforce other social conditions. Being able to earn higher wages
should result in people having access to better housing, better medical care, better diets,
and better education (Spring, 2016). As the TNECD (n.d.) notes, the Appalachian
Regional Commission reports each U.S. county’s economic status. This status designated
via a multifactorial measure of each county’s average unemployment rate for three years,
per capita market income, and poverty rate and used to classify the county as distressed,
at-risk, transitional, competitive, or attainment (TN. gov, 2019). Rural areas of western
Tennessee are plagued by many challenges that the war on poverty should address. One
of these is the labeling of several counties in the region as “distressed” or “high risk.”
According to the Tennessee Department of Economic and Community Development
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(TNECD), (2019), Tennessee’s distressed counties are in the top 10% of the nation’s
most economically distressed counties. In 2020, there were 15 distressed counties in
Tennessee: Lauderdale, Lake, Hardeman, McNairy, Perry, Wayne, Jackson, Clay,
Grundy, Bledsoe, Fentress, Morgan, Scott, Hancock, and Cocke (Tennessee Transparent,
2020).
Tennessee Governor Bill Lee’s first executive order mandated all 22 state
executive departments to assess the current economic impact on distressed rural areas and
discuss the departments’ accelerated plans better to serve rural Tennesseans (TNECD,
2019). This order called for a statement of rural impact from each department, the
agency’s mission, and the unique impact of this agency on the lives of Tennessee
residents. Departments were also required to provide comprehensive descriptions of
initiatives adopted or funded over the past four years to address challenges unique to rural
communities specifically. Such an executive order is a clear example of the human
capital theory working to improve conditions for better jobs intended for future
generations of Tennesseans. Antipoverty programs and initiatives that have been adopted
in Tennessee include head start, compensatory education, vocation and career education,
public housing, housing subsidies, food stamps, and medical care (Spring, 2016).
Aside from poverty, another facet of the human capital theory involves the direct
influence of schools’ organization. The linkage of labor markets to schooling became a
dominant model for the human capital theory. Ideally, the correlation of a student’s
education, abilities, and interest in an occupation became a logical expectation if jobs
were matched with interest and education (Spring, 2016). Technical colleges are indeed
assets when considering an individual’s ability to earn a credential to achieve the goals of

29

the Drive to 55 initiative. The TCATs’ structure, completion rates, and placement rates
all contribute to the network’s role in the demands of today’s workforce. Despite high
employment rates in some Tennessee areas, employers are still struggling to find
qualified workers to fill vacancies. Employers in rural West Tennessee insist that higher
numbers of individuals with postsecondary degrees or credentials would result in less
skilled workers. Postsecondary education must contain essential credentialing measures
to meet the workforce’s training demands, which can be accomplished if postsecondary
technical education programs align with the jobs available in an area. Increased
awareness among Tennesseans about the benefits of technical education can enhance
workforce development efforts in rural areas of western Tennessee.
The Structure of Tennessee’s Vocational and Technical Programs
An accurate indicator of industry recruitment is the existence of educated
workers. Three options are generally understood and promoted as postsecondary
education sources: the technical college, the community college, or the four-year
university. Of the three, the technical college is regarded the least desirable, considering
the traditional meaning of “attending college.” In efforts to remove the stigma and
encourage potential Tennessee students to see all colleges—whether technical,
community, or university—as practical options, the Tennessee legislature changed
Tennessee Technology Centers’ name in 2013 to the Tennessee Colleges of Applied
Technology (TCATs). This name change to “college” was also meant to enhance the
importance of workforce development and establish technical education as a
postsecondary choice that high school students needed. This change indeed sharpened the
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state’s focus on workforce development, which expanded postsecondary education with
jobs.
The career-pathways structure gained ground among Tennesseans, making
postsecondary choices that would align with employability options after graduation.
Career and technical education (CTE) are currently being promoted through dualenrollment initiatives. The advantage that students gain from earning college credit while
still attending high school has tremendously increased workforce development
opportunities. The TN Department of Education and the Tennessee Board of Regents
(TBR) have piloted collaborations between high schools and the TCATs system to
implement early postsecondary partnerships. The TCAT dual-enrollment program is
intended to bridge a pathway from secondary CTE programs and TCAT instruction for
most related technical programs. This initiative is to serve students better and create
opportunities to earn postsecondary credits while still enrolled in high school. Dual
enrollment initiatives also accelerate program completion, saving students both time and
money and preparing them for the workforce more quickly (TN. gov, 2019). According
to Hedge and Rineer (2017), career-pathway systems can provide the structure essential
for career progression by helping individuals develop competencies designed to increase
employability while helping organizations develop employees, build engagement, and
improve retention. As colleges and universities analyze their institutional statistical data,
specific trends come to the forefront related to retention. College research strongly
suggests that students’ motivations expressed by their reasons for enrolling, expectations,
etc., do not vary significantly between students who stay and students who leave
(Martinez, 1997; Lamping & Ball 1996; Kenwright, 1997; Davies et al., 1998).
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In the literature, four dimensions of the structure are acknowledged: program
prescription, support and active program advising, access to information, and program
alignment (e. g. Noy, Trimble, Jenkins, Barnett, & Wachen, 2016). Program prescription
refers to the degree or diploma needed to complete a credential and how courses are
offered. The elimination of unrelated coursework, limited deviation from schedules and
options, simplified program offerings in the field, and clear, coherent program maps are
indicative of a high level of program prescription (Center for Community College
Student Engagement, 2012; Dadgar, Venezia, Nodine, & Bracco, 2013; Rosenbaum et
al., 2006; Scott-Clayton, 2011). Also, reducing scheduling complexity by offering
programs in a structured format allows students to plan other obligations (e.g., family,
work) with more ease.
Active advising and support refer to the guidance that students need to make right
decisions and overcome any barriers that would limit their success. A student’s access to
individuals who can provide personal, one-on-one attention is essential for those who
need extra support. This support has been proven beneficial to students in rural areas of
western Tennessee who sometimes face additional obstacles when trying to attend
college. When students have access to information, they make better choices in fulfilling
program requirements. Clear, accurate program descriptions and completion requirements
are essential to students’ effective program navigation and timely completion. Program
alignment refers to programs/training being linked to the labor market and future
education opportunities. When programs are linked to labor-market demands, students
can see explicit connections between personal education endeavors and future careers
(Hirschy et al., 2011; Rosenbaum et al., 2006; Stuart, Rios-Aguilar, & Deil-Amen, 2014).
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The TCATs equip individuals with the knowledge, technical skills, and training
necessary to succeed in a variety of careers and occupations. State technical colleges
prepare students for the workforce by instilling workplace competencies despite an
individual’s career path (National Association of State Directors of Career Technical
Education Consortium, 2011). TCATs are aligned with four dimensions of the structure,
and these four dimensions are used as a framework to develop and train the workforce of
the next generation.
Due to the lack of knowledge about technical colleges, specifically TCATs, along
with the lasting stigma of technical colleges stemming from our education system’s
history has unintentionally promoted our current shortage of skilled workers in rural
western Tennessee, particularly in manufacturing. Tennesseans seem to have avoided
technical training for many years, and now rural counties are experiencing its
manifestation in its mostly unskilled workforce. To encourage workforce development
and achieve the Drive to 55 initiative’s mission, Tennessee must bridge the gaps between
postsecondary technical education programs and vacant jobs in some of the state’s rural
counties. Doing so will make rural areas across western Tennessee more attractive to
businesses in different industries and change the economic course for regions throughout
Tennessee. Technical colleges must make a proactive effort to increase student retention
by adequately navigating the college environment and connecting their coursework to
workforce preparation.
Education Stimulates Economic Growth
Economic growth is stimulated by education. Society relies on an educated
workforce to meet the demands of various industries in which the products that enhance
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everyday life are accomplished. According to Brimley, Verstegen, & Garfield (2012),
educated workers are more productive because they take pride in their work, work faster,
and are more creative. These workers also acquire job skills more rapidly than lesseducated workers (Brimley, Verstegen, & Garfield, 2012). Parents desire the best
education for their children, who at some point may be in pursuit of the skills necessary
to acquire meaningful jobs.
Human capital shares the fundamental attributes of the basic economic concept of
capital, namely, a source of future satisfaction, of future earnings, or both. It becomes
human capital when understood to be an integral part of a person (Schultz, 1970).
Because human capital has the fundamental characteristics of economic capital and
becomes part of the person who possesses it, such capital deteriorates with inactivity.
Human capital must often be reactivated and updated to lessen its degree of obsolescence
or the extent of its inadequacy (Brimley, Verstegen, & Garfield, 2012). Education as
human capital in wealth and social progress was an essential component of this literature
review.
According to Brimley (2012), human capital is essential to the creation of wealth.
Although many people chose to focus on the high costs of education, economists analyze
growth focused on the essential need for increases in labor, physical capital, and
technological progress. Technological progress explains nearly all economic growth and
wealth creation, and it relies heavily on increases in human capital through the quality of
education (Brimley, Verstegen, & Garfield, 2012). Data from Brimley et al. (2012)
specified that the total costs for a public and private education from prekindergarten
through graduate school totaled more than $1.2 trillion, which many may consider a high
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cost to pay for education. However, the repercussions of not making this investment truly
outweigh the monetary value when compared to the results of an uneducated society.
The failure to invest in education, particularly at the primary and
secondary levels, and offer equal access to education, threatens the
American economy’s long-term competitiveness. With outsourcing
manufacturing and tech jobs to India and China, the developed countries
face a challenge in staying economically competitive. Although America’s
world-class universities and elite private high schools ensure that the
wealthiest children receive outstanding educations, far too many workingand middle-class children are not getting the education they need and
deserve. (Albada, 2010, p.191)

Increases in human capital mean more educated people in the workforce, thus creating
more jobs. Educated workers are less likely to be absent from work because they see the
value-added. The added performance is more remarkable because workers truly
understand their employers’ purpose and vision.
People with more education are more likely to continue training, engage in
personally directed studies, and participate in professional seminars. They
are more likely to have children who consume high levels of education.
Those who have a college education generally earn nearly four times as
much as high school dropouts and consequently have more to invest in
physical capital. (Belfield & Levin, 2013, p. 191)
Education generates a virtuous circle, which is the condition of continual
improvement.
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The condition in which a favorable circumstance or result gives rise to
another that subsequently supports the first. The more education provided,
the more wealth developed; the more wealth created, the more funds
available for investment; the more investment is undertaken, the more
wealth available for investment in physical and human capital. (Brimley et
al., 2012, p. 3)

Education

Investment in
Physical/Human
Capital

Virtuous
Circle
Wealth

Figure 1. Adapted from Virtuous Circle Financing Education in a Climate of Change.

Education is one of the keys to success in the modern world, and the outcomes
can be significant. However, when a segment of the population lives in poverty or
struggles with their essential daily needs (i.e., procuring food, clothing, and housing)
being met, the entire population is affected. In today’s terms, a family of four with an
annual income of $23,550 is a family living in poverty. Interestingly, a large segment of
our school population lives at or below the poverty line—exceeding 50% to 75% in some
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urban schools—which shows the dire need for education. Students from low-income
families, generally those receiving free or reduced lunch, do not share in opportunities to
succeed as students who are not from low-income families because of inadequate school
funding (Brimley et al., 2012).
This vicious cycle of poverty will continue to evolve if changes are not made to
the education systems. Students from low-income families account for approximately
48% of the student population. As long as these students lack the support they need, the
nation will suffer, which we should try to avoid at all costs (Brimley et al., 2012). Moore,
Redd, Burkhauser, Mbwana, and Collins (2009) found that children raised in poverty are
at an increased risk for adverse outcomes that can be identified at birth and linger into
adulthood. “Negative outcomes are particularly associated with deep and long-term
poverty and with poverty in early childhood” (p. 4). Continued investment in education
by all shareholders can transform these predictable adverse outcomes into more positive
outcomes. Producing more educated workers helps to create a more robust economy.
Education is an industry. Although it produces intangible things in nonmaterial
services, it is the largest industry in the United States. The value of education is difficult
to measure. According to Brimley et al., education is an industry where extensive data are
readily available and can determine the input to education. However, no research or
empirical study has found a way to measure its total output (Brimley et al., 2012).
Brimley et al. (2012) further state:
Historically, education has been the most extensive public function in the United
States. The country’s most significant business, when viewed in terms of the
number of people and dollars of income involved in its operation. The expansion
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of educational services and the significantly increased education costs year after
year have influenced the nation’s economy. (p. 4)
The economic gains stemming from education are endless. As an individual’s education
extends higher, opportunities to earn significantly higher wages increase as well. Belfield
and Levin (2013) found that in the United States:
•

A high school dropout imposes a fiscal burden on society, and a college-educated
person produces four times as much revenue for government programs and
services.

•

The difference in total tax and expenditure benefits for a high school graduate
versus a dropout is at least $129,230. For a college graduate, that difference is
over $350,000.

•

The nation loses $150 billion in combined income and tax revenue with each
cohort of 18-year-olds who never complete high school and $610 billion in costs
to society.

•

The country could save about $50 billion in income losses and $200 billion in
social costs annually by improving education attainment among all recipients of
TANF (Temporary Assistance for Needy Families), food stamps, and housing
assistance. Savings from the cost of crime total $198,410 per dropout or over
$158 billion per cohort.

•

College graduates are three times more likely to vote than Americans without a
high school degree; those who earn more are far more likely to be affiliated with a
political organization.
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As we see, human capital is an investment, and education, a type of human capital, is a
stimulus for economic growth, wealth, and social progress. Economists realize that
education is an investment in a nation’s human capital, and societies suffer significantly
from the effects of low educational attainment. An inadequate education has a negative
impact on society, with proven effects on unemployment and poverty rates. Investment in
education unlocks a host of economic, social, and political benefits for society.
Rural Community Challenges
It is critical to determine if the communities in which students live affect personal
success or lack thereof. Individuals seek higher education as a pathway to better career
opportunities, professional growth and development, and financial prosperity. High
school students are faced with the decision to go directly into the workforce or continuing
their education by enrolling in college. However, the road to college completion and
degree attainment can be easy for some students but more difficult for others. As
colleges and universities become more focused on enrollment numbers and retention
rates, student attrition has come to the forefront as a performance indicator for higher
learning institutions. Specific student populations face the risk of not achieving their
educational goals due to obstacles impeding their ability to succeed. These special
populations are underrepresented students, those who come from low-income families,
and ethnic minorities. As stated by Pitre and Pitre (2009), “historically, postsecondary
education opportunities have been limited for certain ethnic and racial populations.” The
correlation between socioeconomic status and its effect on student success has become a
topic of concern for higher learning institutions and those it directly affects.
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In 2006, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) worked with the
U.S. Census Bureau to create a new locale classification system and revise its definition
of school locale types (NCES, 2016); there are now four major locale categories: city,
suburban, town, and rural. In 2010–2011, more than half (57%) of all regular school
districts were in rural areas while, 20% of districts were in suburban areas, 18% are in
towns, 5% are in cities (NCES, 2016). The definition of rural communities, and the
advantages and challenges within these communities, were all critical as proper
education, training, and workforce development for citizens in rural Tennessee is at the
core of this inquiry.
Approximately 950,000 students are enrolled in Tennessee schools. These
schools are divided into 142 districts with significant urban and rural populations.
Academically, the students perform below the national average, which is compounded by
significant income and racial gaps, according to the Tennessee Department of Education
(2019). During the 2010–2011 year, more than half of operating regular school districts
were in rural areas (NCES, 2016). This data alone indicates that without flexibility and
district ownership, the state’s goals and visions cannot be achieved. In rural communities,
school buildings provide more than just a structure in which education can occur—they
foster loyalty and identity cultures.
College completion rates for students living in nonmetro areas have increased
over time. However, they are still well below the rates for students in urban and suburban
areas, thus impacting the labor force and workforce development. Having limited access
to resources also affects rural schools because those schools are increasingly less likely to
meet increasing accountability measures and struggle with recruiting in specialized areas.
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Which results, with students in these areas having fewer options. Poverty plays a major
role in education’s fundamental nature in such areas because it is difficult to educate
students whose basic needs are unmet. According to Grimard (2004), poverty is the
primary contributing factor correlated with college attendance and completion. Students
from low-income backgrounds are less likely to have the cultural and social capital
needed in college, and therefore would not overcome barriers to their degree attainment
(Yeh, p. 52). Students in this unique population are not always entering college straight
from high school. Several nontraditional students in older age groups have been out of
high school for a while and decided to pursue a college degree later in life. There is a
need to evaluate these students and develop programs and strategies that can help all
underrepresented students in their pursuit of higher education.
Policy Development
When determining barriers faced by underrepresented students in rural
populations, other factors outside of the institution must be considered. Smith (2004)
addressed “academic, cultural capital, social capital, and the academic mentoring
process” (Smith, p. 49). Students living in rural areas face financial and social barriers,
and there is a need for postsecondary institutions to implement programs to expand
educational opportunities for all students. According to Thayer (2005), first-generation
students are at a greater risk for attrition. Therefore, institutions should implement
programs that target this population. With the focus on student attrition, colleges and
universities have initiated offering support programs, developing new initiatives, and
investing in additional resources to help students with degree attainment. Thayer
researched several institutions that used theoretical models of retention to evaluate the
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retention of first-generation students from low-income backgrounds, such as “Alexander
Astin's Involvement Model (1979), Vincent Tinto's Student Integration Model (1975,
1993), and Bean's Student Attrition Model (1980)” (Thayer, p. 3). These models’
common theme recognized students’ academic readiness, parental education,
socioeconomic status, and college aspirations (Thayer, p. 3). Thayer’s research focused
on multi-faceted intervention strategies that addressed the obstacles students faced when
transitioning to college (Thayer, p. 5).
Policy development and implementation are vital in education and workforce
development. Policy implementation is defined as carrying out a government decision
(Berman, 1978). The term may also refer to organizational activities directed toward
implementing an adopted policy by administrative bureaucracies at the national, state,
and local levels (Clemons & McBeth, 2009). It is essential to take a closer look at the
difference between the policy-implementation process and policy outcomes in defining
policy implementation. In 1965, the Federal Higher Education Act passed. The U.S.
Department of Education instituted the first federally supported education programs
designed to increase the college enrollment and completion rates of low-income and
underrepresented students (Pitre & Pitre, 2009, p. 96). Federal TRIO programs were
established by the federal government and encompass federally funded college
opportunity programs that help students from disadvantaged backgrounds pursue their
dreams of a college education. TRIO programs were part of President Lyndon B.
Johnson’s War on Poverty. They were the first college access and retention programs
that addressed social and cultural barriers to education (COE website, n.d.). TRIO
programs included Special Services for Disadvantaged Students (Student Support
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Services), Upward Bound, and Talent Search. They have since grown from three
federally funded programs to nine programs (COE website, n. d.). According to Pitre and
Pitre (2009), TRIO programs have been instrumental in increasing attendance rates and
educational attainment of students from low-income, first-generation, and
underrepresented ethnic minority backgrounds.
Although interactive in practice, the process is equally essential (O’Toole, 2000).
The process involves acting on behalf of the policy. In contrast, policy outcomes refer to
the policy’s ultimate effects on the problem, suggesting that implementation is an
iterative process in which ideas, expressed as policy, are transformed into behavior, and
expressed as social action (Ottoson & Green, 1987). The social action transformed from
the policy is typically aimed at social betterment and most frequently manifests as
programs, procedures, regulations, or practices (DeGroff & Cargo, 2009). In this study,
the consequences of not educating our citizens, and the theories and methods used during
implementation are important.
The cost of education not being treated as a priority is relatively high. Although
education is an investment in human capital, it is also responsible for economic growth
related to continuous workforce development. An educated workforce to a state meets the
demands of the state’s industries to produce quality products that enhance our everyday
lives. Education, however, does come at a cost. Policies are needed to ensure that the
value of education outweighs the cost. This process must work chronologically, starting
with mobilization for implementation, moving to implementation, and concluding with
the institutionalization of the new policy (Fowler, 2013).
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Despite the attention given to the high costs of educating citizens, many tend to
forget that the even higher costs of not educating citizens. For example, crime rates tend
to be higher among people with lower levels of education. Sum, Khatiwada, McLaughlin,
and Palma (2009) noted:
Over their working lives, the average high school dropout will have a negative net
fiscal contribution to society. The average high school graduate generates a
positive lifetime net fiscal contribution. Adult dropouts in the U. S. have been a
significant financial burden to the rest of society. Given the current and projected
deficits of the federal government, the fiscal burden of supporting dropouts and
their families is no longer sustainable in recent years. (p. 15)
There has been a failure to invest in education, particularly at the primary and
secondary levels, and to offer everyone equal access to education, which threatens the
American economy’s long-term competitiveness. With many manufacturing and
technology jobs being outsourced to India and China, developed countries face the
challenge of staying financially competitive. Although America’s top-rated universities
and prestigious private school networks ensure that the wealthy children get high-quality
educations, far too many children from the working class and the middle class are not
getting the educations they need (Albada, 2010). Professional values will play a
significant role in implementing policies that may affect those personally and
professionally. However, outcomes should always outweigh anyone’s self-interest.
One of the consequences of not educating citizens is illiteracy. Over 70% of
inmates in America cannot read above a 4th-grade level. Nearly 85% of the juveniles
facing trial in American court systems are functionally illiterate, proving that there is a
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close relationship between illiteracy and crime (DoSomething, n.d.). In today’s
technological world, both education and literacy are mandatory for America to compete
in the global economy. To evaluate education policy, policy evaluation must be
understood as a systematic evaluation that determines the cause and effect of
relationships and measures policy results (Anderson, 2003).
Low levels of education also have a place in unemployment rates. According to
NCES (2017), data show that it is much harder for high school dropouts to find work than
those who earned a high school diploma. NCES (2017) also reported that workers 25
years of age and older with less than high school education had the highest
unemployment rate (24. 4%), which followed the pattern observed in earlier years.
People with a bachelor’s degree or higher had a 4.5 % unemployment rate, and those with
high school education and no college were at 8. 3% (Brimley et al., 2012). These
unemployment rate comparisons illustrate the added value of education as well as the
consequences of inadequate education. Several steps support the implementation process
in developing policy utilizing education statistics: (1) determine the goals of the policy,
(2) select indicators, (3) select or develop data collection instruments, (4) collect data, (5)
analyze and summarize data, (6) write evaluation report, and (7) respond to evaluators’
recommendations (Fowler, 2013).
As previously stated, education is one of the keys to success, but we also know
that poverty can negatively affect people’s academic success. To halt cyclical poverty,
education policy must protect the less fortunate, as poverty has a far-reaching impact. Ex
post facto research, also called causal-comparative research, could be used to assist
policymakers in developing policies that affect those living in poverty. In ex post facto
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studies, cause-effect relationships are explored via recognizing interventions from the
past and ensuing responses (Joyner et al., 2013; McMillan, 2016). However, McMillan
(2016), differentiates between ex post facto research and causal-comparative research,
stressing that the intervention in causal-comparative research is naturally occurring.
A society can suffer from a flawed education system, and the consequences can
be both lasting and profound. When an individual has a low level of education, this
person could and sometimes likely be a victim of illiteracy, unemployment, and poverty.
However, using various theories and methods to develop and implement targeted policy
may strengthen the educational attainment for all American students. As a society, we
should shift our concern from the monetary costs of education to the even higher costs of
citizens not being educated. This investment in education will significantly exceed its
costs in the long term. Robust and timely policies can somewhat ensure positive
outcomes despite the cost. As a nation, we should “pay now” versus “paying later” via a
barrage of the undesirable consequences resulting from a highly uneducated society.
Education is not a quick fix but the only fix in producing a highly qualified and
competitive workforce. Income levels and educational attainment remain positively
correlated between the “haves” and the “have nots.” Policies must be developed and
implemented to promote academic achievement and educational attainment for all
American citizens. Retaining students in technical programs will help increase the
qualified workforce needed in rural west Tennessee. College research has consistently
shown efforts to maintain or improve student motivation can lead to healthier retention
and achievement (Martinez, 2001).
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Summary
A community and the greater society can suffer from a poorly educated
workforce. With this considered, employers, educators, and policymakers must
collaboratively identify the reasons for the shortage of skilled workers in the
manufacturing sector, which may be essential to economic development in rural
communities. Gaining insight into the reasons why students fail to complete technical
college programs can contribute to an increase in highly skilled workers and support
policies and plans to increase student completion and retention. As one of the state’s
premier technical education providers, technical colleges offer competency-based
training via high quality traditional and distance instruction methods that qualify program
completers for employment and job advancement (TCAT Ripley website, 2020). The
state technical colleges’ mission revolves around the institution’s need to contribute to
economic and community development by training and retraining people in areas where
specific skills in highly competitive job markets are needed (TBR website, 2020). Due to
the additional challenges existing in rural, distressed counties, the current skills gap
heavily affects rural residents of western Tennessee. This literature discussed each of the
issues connecting the concepts of interest and need in the current study.
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Chapter III – Methodology
In the current study, the reasons that technical college students leave their
programs will be probed and analyzed, in addition to how these students rate the
college’s services and the recommendations they have for improvement. A Tennessee
College of Applied Technology located in a distressed county in rural western Tennessee
is studied. Data consisted of responses to specific questions on exit interviews and
placement surveys reported by students who either completed their studies (completers),
failed to complete their studies (noncompleters), or graduated between 2017 and 2019.
The chapter summarizes the research setting and population, data collection and
measures, and analyses.
Purpose of the Study and Research Questions
This study aims to explore and identify reasons that students do not complete
technical college programs. The data were collected from exit interviews and placement
surveys once students left the institution, whether these students had completed their
programs, were graduating from the institution, or leaving their programs before program
completion. The data collected in this study provided insight into how students
withdrawing from their programs felt and whether these students felt that they were
adequately trained during their enrollment. Study findings may influence the institution’s
administrators as they seek ways to increase program completion and retention rates.
Findings may also contribute to higher numbers of skilled workers in the local/regional
workforce if the institutional response to students’ feedback is developing and
implementing student-supportive policies and practices. The following research questions
directed the current inquiry:
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1. Based on exit interview data, what are technical college students’ reported reasons
for program noncompletion?
2. How do technical college students rate the institution’s programs, services, and
areas for improvement based on exit interview data?
Research Design
Research Setting
The Tennessee College of Applied Technology (TCATR) is one of the twentyseven technical colleges in Tennessee. It is in RWT County, which is an economically
distressed county based in rural west Tennessee. The College primarily serves local labor
markets consisting of RWT and Crockett counties, and portions of Dyer, Gibson,
Haywood, Lake, Madison, Obion, and Tipton counties. Within the immediate service
delivery area are six small towns, including Alamo, Bells, Halls, Hennig, Gates, and
Ripley.
According to TCATR institutional enrollment reports, a typical academic year at
the TCATR will average between 179-226 full-time and part-time students average in age
from 17-65. For the academic year 2017-2019, TCAT Ripley enrolled approximately
205 students. The student population encompassed 120 females and 85 males. The
population included 13 Black males, 69 White males, 3 Hispanic males, 59 Black
females, 51 White females, 3 Hispanic/Latino females and 7 mixed races.
TCATR follows a 12-month, 3-trimester calendar system. Each trimester has 72
days that the College provides training for the students. Full-time students attend
Monday – Friday between the hours of 8:00 a.m. and 2:30 p.m. Students attend 6 hours
per day and can attain 432 clock hours per trimester and 1296 clock hours per year with
49

perfect attendance. Part-time students have varying schedules that dictate the number of
hours obtained each day and accumulated each trimester and calendar year. In 2017–
2019, TCAT Ripley offered eight programs: (1) manufacturing technology, (2) industrial
electricity, (3) practical nursing, (4) patient care technology/medical assisting, (5) health
information management, (6) computer information technology, (7) cosmetology, and (8)
emergency medical technology.
Population
The population of students leaving TCATR was divided into three groups:
Graduates, Completers, and Noncompleters. According to the Council on Occupational
Education (2019), graduates are students who have demonstrated the competencies
required for a program and have been awarded the appropriate certificates or diplomas
upon completion. Completers refer to the students that left a program before graduation
but have acquired sufficient competencies or credentials for employment in the field of
instruction or a related field as evidenced by such employment. Noncompleters are
students who abandon their respective programs of instruction without earning a
credential or securing employment in their field of training. In the current study, 173
archival exit interview responses of students who exited the institution from 2017 to 2019
were examined and used as data.
Demographic data were collected from the student exit interviews for 2017 to
2019. Descriptive statistics for the entire sample are presented in Table 2 and include
program type/name, gender, and race. This information is categorized by student
outcomes (i.e., graduate, completer, noncompleter). Of the sample, 62% were graduates,
16% were completers, and the remaining 22% were noncompleters. The TCATR
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programs with the largest percentages of participants were practical nursing (PN) and
patient care technology (PCT), followed by administrative office technology (AOT) with
approximately 12% of participants, and all other programs of study having the remaining
25%. According to the data, more females (80%) than males (20%) were enrolled at
TCATR, and Black students (51%) and White students (46%) were closely represented in
the sample. All other races were a little over 3% of overall enrollment.
Data Collection Procedures
TCATR has a written plan for determining the effectiveness of student personnel
services for documenting an annual evaluation of these services, and for disseminating
the results to the staff so that pertinent information can be used to improve the student
personnel (COE, 2018). Exit interview and placement forms are used to collect the data.
The data is made available to the administration, faculty, and staff. Based on the 20192020 Student Handbook, students leaving the college are requested to complete an Exit
Interview Form. This questionnaire provides useful information to the College regarding
the quality of programs, instructional equipment, and services, and student employment
information. According to the December 10, 2015, TBR Board Meeting Minutes, during
the 2012-13 academic year, the Tennessee Colleges of Applied Technology began
capturing alumni satisfaction data during the exit interview process rather than through
the end of year surveys mailed to students. This new process resulted in much higher
response rates. Surveys were sent to employers of the student completers, which was a
different process than previous reporting years.
Before leaving the College, the students obtain an exit interview form (hard copy
or electronic) from the Student Services Office or their program instructor. They are
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asked to complete the form on their own at the institution or return it electronically.
Students voluntarily complete an exit interview form upon completion of their training
program to meet graduation requirements. Students who leave the program before
graduating are also required to submit this information upon exiting the program, and the
information is given to the student services department each year. The Tennessee Board
of Regents Chancellor granted permission and approval to analyze the TCATR exit
interviews and placement forms from 2017 to 2019. The Student Services Coordinator at
TCATR provided access to the original surveys that students completed from 2017 to
2019. These forms are used for annual reporting to the Council on Occupational
Education. The data collected for this study was uncompromised; actual forms were
reviewed and analyzed from the original hard copy forms.
Measures
Student responses were gathered from the TCATR Exit Interview and Placement
Information form previously described. This Exit Interview Form consists of a one-page
document (see Appendix). The questionnaire requests responses to both open and closedended questions. The form requests that the student fills in the following information:
name, program, date, and email address. The form has sections divided by roman
numerals (I -IV). Section I. rates the school’s programs and services per the following
scale: 4 = Excellent, 3 = Good, 2 = Satisfactory, 1 = Poor, and N/A = Not Apply. Ratings
are requested for (9) areas: (1) Lab, shop, and/or test equipment; (2) Live-work projects,
practical experience, clinical experiences, etc.; (3) Occupational Instructor; (4) School
Administrator; (5) Financial Aid (Pell grant, SEOG, College Work Study, Wilder-Naifeh
Lottery Scholarship; (6) Counseling Service (career, technical and personal); (7) Job
52

Placement Services (job readiness and employability skills training); (8) Student Life
Activities (job fairs, guest speakers, special events, etc.); (9) Physical condition of the
school (maintenance, housekeeping, parking). Section II. includes the following
open/closed-ended questions: Why are you leaving school? Do you feel you received the
proper instruction? What suggestions do you offer to improve the program and/or the
college? Please provide any comments or suggestions for improvement regarding Student
Services. Miscellaneous comments about the college. Did you receive financial aid?
Section III includes informational placement questions: Do you have a job? Name of
Employer; Address of Employer, Employer’s email address, what is/will be your job
title? When do you start? It also includes duties and responsibilities, who will be your
immediate supervisor, employment is full-time, part-time, a number of hours/weeks, and
hourly wage. Section IV requests the student’s current address, phone number, and
signature.
According to the THEC funding guidelines, the development of the form was
initially requested by the Tennessee Higher Education Commission to assist with
implementing performance funding standards in 1989; for the 1987—1988 fiscal year.
This instrument would be used to collect data from students leaving the institution
voluntarily. The data could then assist the administration, student services, faculty, staff,
and workforce entities.
This data is used to determine if students placed in a field related received proper
training at the institution. This information also helps the institution submit satisfaction
surveys to the employers to determine if the students’ received the appropriate training.
This annual satisfactory survey of students and employers was designed to assess each
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occupational program’s effectiveness and relevance. Analyzed data included students’
programs of study, completion outcomes, race, and gender, reasons for leaving,
satisfaction with instruction, suggested improvements, and receipt of financial aid
determination.
Data Analysis
Descriptive analysis of archival data was used in this quantitative study. Simple
descriptive statistics, mostly frequencies, were performed utilizing the TCATR exit
interview and placement survey data from 2017 to 2019. This information was computed
for all students together, and by student type: non-completer, completer, and graduate. A
total of 173 surveys were included in the data analysis for this study.

Data Preparation
All closed-ended questions are single items rating one area of the college
experience, so they will not be aggregated, and descriptive statistics will be provided for
each item. However, given that many of the exit interview items are open-ended,
responses to these items will first be coded before analysis so that descriptive statistics
can be provided based on these codes. This process is summarized below.
Coding
Coding was conducted and performed by the researcher for this study. Coding is
the process of categorizing the collected non-numerical information into groups and then
assigning the numerical codes to these groups (CESSDA, 2017). There were three cycles
of coding utilized for this study in reference to reasons for leaving. Original answers
were collected and documented. Open coding was performed on the original open-ended
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question responses. In the coding cycle one, short answer summaries were derived from
the original responses. Key words and focus areas were identified. Coding cycle two
further condensed the key word and focus area summative answers by similar
descriptions. Descriptions were composed from condensed answers. Coding cycle three
then infused vital words and phrases into a detailed descriptive form analyzed and
compared for this study. For instance, if a student’s raw data says, “Did not have the
average,” this might be assigned a code of “Terminated due to Average.” Then, the initial
codes generated were compared for similarities, such that responses with the codes of
“Did not have the average” and “I failed the course” can be condensed under the general
code of “Academic Difficulties.” Then this process was repeated once more.
Final descriptive codes for noncompleters reasons for leaving included: Academic
difficulties, No response, Job opportunity, Relocating, Transferred, Changed program,
Family conflict, Financial reasons, Medical reasons, Personal reasons, and Withdrawal.
Final descriptive codes for completers reasons for leaving included: Academic
difficulties, Job opportunity, Completed course, Family conflict, Financial reasons,
Personal reasons unspecified, Transferred, Work conflict, Military duty, No response,
and Relocating.
Descriptive Analysis
According to “A Research Guide for Students” (2020), descriptive statistics are
used mainly to give a simple description of the sample data’s behavior. Descriptive
research describes a specific population, situation, or type of phenomenon being studied.
This type of research focuses on answering the how, what, when, and where questions of
a research problem, rather than the why (Formplus Blog, 2020). The exit interviews and
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placement surveys used in the current inquiry are single-page documents voluntarily
completed by students exiting TCATR. Identifiable information was removed from the
original surveys. Survey questions covered four key areas: (1) school program and
service ratings, (2) reasons students were leaving the school, (3) placement information,
and (4) student contact information. Utilizing descriptive research helped identify the
programs and services that were most relevant to the students and how to collect data and
implement strategies for increasing students’ retention rates.
The rating scale used to rate TCATR’s programs and services were analyzed in
the study, and the reasons students reported for leaving the institution. The numerical
rating scale included: N/A = Does Not Apply, 1 = Poor, 2 = Satisfactory, 3 = Good, and 4
= Excellent. Four open-ended questions were examined during data analysis: (1) Why
were students leaving school? (2) Did the students feel that they received proper
instruction? (3) What suggestions did these students offer for improvement? (4) Did
students receive financial aid? Additional data were collected to include each students’
race, gender, and outcome that voluntarily completed the exit interview and placement
survey.
Quantitative analysis included several demographic and academic variables in
comparing students. The study analyzed all student data combined and by the group. A
comparison of raw numbers was analyzed. The frequency of each code was analyzed by
the response. Data analyzed included sample demographics and descriptive statistics,
reasons for leaving, proper instruction and recommendations, and means by the
institution. Demographic data included: overall demographics, non-completer
demographics, completer demographics, and graduate demographics. Reasons for
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leaving data included: reasons non-completers left, and reasons completers left.
Instruction and recommendations included: Overall proper instruction and
recommendations, non-completer proper instruction and recommendations, completer
proper instruction and recommendations, graduate proper instruction and
recommendations. Means by institution included: overall means by institutional rating,
non-completer means by institutional rating, completer means by institutional rating, and
graduate means by institution rating.
Summary
Descriptive analysis, a quantitative research method, was used to analyze data
from exit interviews and placement surveys collected from TCATR students between the
years of 2017 and 2019. Simple descriptive statistics, mostly frequencies, were performed
using the SAS (Statistical Analysis System) software version 8. Data from 173 interviews
and surveys were analyzed. As previously noted, study findings may influence
administrators as they seek ways to increase program completion and retention rates at
Tennessee technical colleges.
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Chapter IV – Analysis and Findings
This study examined the Exit Interviews of students who attended TCATR
between the years 2017-2019. The purpose of this study was to gain a deeper
understanding of the reasons why students exited the institution before program
completion. When a student exits a program, they are offered an Exit Interview Survey
by their program instructor or Student Services personnel as part of the termination
process. The student voluntarily answers a series of questions and rates the institution
using a numeric scale. The Exit Interviews data may be shared with the institution’s
administrative staff and reported annually to state governing entities. This data also helps
the administration to determine if any changes should be made to services or programs
offered at the institution.
Descriptive Statistics
Demographics
Sample Demographics and Descriptive Statistics by Completer, Noncompleter,
and Graduate outcome status are shown in Table 2. Demographic data were collected
from the student exit interviews (N = 173) from 2017 to 2019. Descriptive statistics for
the entire sample are presented in Table 2 and include program type, name, gender, and
race. This information is also categorized by student outcomes (i.e., graduate, completer,
noncompleter). Of the sample, 62% were graduates, 16% were completers, and the
remaining 22% were noncompleters. The TCATR programs with the largest percentages
of participants were practical nursing (PN) and patient care technology (PCT), followed
by administrative office technology (AOT). According to the data, more females 80%
than males 20% were enrolled at TCATR, and Black students 51% and White students
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46% were almost equally represented in the sample. All other races were slightly above
3% of overall enrollment.
Table 2. TCATR Sample Demographics and Descriptive Statistics by Completers,
Noncompleters, and Graduates
TCATR Sample Demographics and Descriptive Statistics by Completers, Noncompleters, and
Graduates
Full Sample Completers Noncompleters Graduates
(N = 173)
(n = 28)
(n = 38)
(n = 107)
n (%)
n (%)
n (%)
n (%)
Program
Practical nursing
85 (49.13)
4 (14.29)
22 (57.89)
59 (55.14)
Patient care technology
25 (14.45)
1 (3.57)
4 (10.53)
20 (18.69)
Administrative office technology
20 (11.56)
5 (17.86)
5 (15.79)
9 (8.41)
Computer information technology
12 (6.94)
9 (32.14)
2 (5.26)
1 (0.93)
Industrial electricity
11 (6.36)
4 (14.29)
7 (6.54)
Patient care technology/Medical
10 (5.78)
1 (3.57)
9 (8.41)
Assisting
Cosmetology
5 (2.89)
2 (7.14)
3 (7.89)
Manufacturing technology
5 (2.89)
2 (7.14)
1 (2.63)
2 (1.87)
Gender
Female
Male
Race
Black
White
Hispanic
American Indian
Asian

139 (80.35)
34 (19.65)

13 (46.43)
15 (53.57)

31 (81.58)
7 (18.42)

95 (88.79)
12 (11.21)

88 (50.87)
79 (45.66)
4 (2.31)
1 (0.58)
1 (0.58)

4 (14.29)
23 (82.14)
1 (3.57)
-

23 (60.53)
14 (36.84)
1 (2.63)
-

61 (57.01)
42 (39.25)
3 (2.80)
1 (0.93)

The “completer” category includes students who earned at least one certificate or
credential. This category also included the smallest percentage of participants. The
computer information technology program had the highest completer percentage,
followed closely by administrative office technology, industrial electricity, and practical
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nursing. Completers included slightly more males 54% than females 46%, and there
were substantially more White completers 82% than Black completers 14%.
In terms of “noncompleters,” the practical nursing program again had the largest
number of noncompleters. Industrial Electricity and Patient Care Technology/Medical
Assisting had 0 noncompleters, which means every student completing this survey left
the program with a certification or diploma. The majority of noncompleters were female
82%, with males at 18%. More noncompleters were Black students 61%, White students
were around 37%, and all other races made up the remaining 2%.
The “graduates” category consisted of students who completed and graduated
from the entire program of study. In this category, practical nursing produced the most
graduates, followed by patient care technology. The cosmetology program had 0
graduates during this period due to the fact it began in 2018. There were significantly
more females 89% than males 11%, primarily due to many females enrolled in allied
health programs. Also, among the graduates, there were more Black students 57% than
White students 39%, with all other races making up approximately 4% of the graduates.
Reasons for Leaving
Noncompleters’ Reasons for Leaving’ are exhibited in Table 3. Reasons for
leaving were only reviewed for those categorized as noncompleters and completers, since
all graduates had the same reason. Table 3 presents the reasons given by noncompleters
(n = 38) for failing to complete their programs of study. Of these students who left the
institution, 16 students (42%) stated they left due to academic difficulties, and 10
students (26%) failed to respond. The same number of students (2) stated that they left
due to job opportunities, relocation, or transferal, totaling 6 students. The six students
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remaining stated they left due to changes in the program, family conflicts, financial
hardships, medical reasons, personal reasons, or withdrawal.
Table 3. Noncompleters’ Reasons for Leaving
Noncompleters’ Reasons for Leaving
n
(N = 38)
Academic difficulties
16
No response
10
Job opportunity
2
Relocating
2
Transferred
2
Changed program
1
Family conflict
1
Financial reasons
1
Medical reasons
1
Personal reasons
1
Withdrawal
1

%
42. 11
26. 32
5. 26
5. 26
5. 26
2. 63
2. 63
2. 63
2. 63
2. 63
2. 63

Completers’ Reasons for Leaving are shown in Table 4. The table presents the
data from students considered completers; these students earning at least one certificate
or credential. Of the 23 completers, 7 (25%) stated they left due to academic difficulties,
5 (18%) left due to job opportunities, and 2 (7%) stated that they left for each of the
following reasons: family conflict, financial reasons, personal reasons, transfer, or work
conflicts. Other students stated that they left for military duty, relocation, or medical
reasons.
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Table 4. Completers’ Reasons for Leaving
Completers’ Reasons for Leaving

Academic difficulties
Job opportunity
Completed course
Family conflict
Financial reasons
Personal reasons - unspecified
Transferred
Work conflict
Military duty
No response
Relocating

n
(N = 23)
7
5
3
2
2
2
2
2
1
1
1

%
25
17. 86
10. 71
7. 14
7. 14
7. 14
7. 14
7. 14
3. 57
3. 57
3. 57

Proper Instruction and Recommendations
Overall ratings of proper instruction and recommendations are exhibited in Table
5. Students’ responses regarding receiving overall proper instruction and their
recommendations for improvement are included. Of the 173 students in the total
population, 90% shared they did receive proper instruction. However, 9 students (5%)
shared they did not receive proper instruction, and 8 students (5%) did not respond.
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Table 5. Overall Proper Instruction and Recommendations
Overall Proper Instruction and Recommendations
n

%

Proper Instruction
Yes
No
No response

156
9
8

90.17
5.20
4.63

Improvements
No response
Nothing
Miscellaneous – Nonacademic improvements
Nothing – Positive experience
Better organization
Upgrade technology/equipment
Better communication
Revise or expand curriculum or course materials
Employ/Retain effective instructors
More hands-on opportunities

52
38
12
12
10
10
9
8
6
6

30.06
21.97
6.94
6.94
5.78
5.78
5.20
4.62
3.47
3.47

4
3
2
1

2.31
1.73
1.16
0.58

Better communication with financial aid
Promote study habits
Distance learning opportunities
Mentor opportunities

When asked for recommendations for improvement, 52 students (30%) gave no
response. In comparison, 38 students (22%) wrote “nothing” as their recommendation
and an additional 12 students (7%) wrote “nothing” about the things that needed
improvement, sharing they had a positive experience. Nonacademic improvements were
stated as being needed by 7% of the respondents; 6% stated there should be better
organization, and another 6% stated the institution’s technology and equipment should be
upgraded. A few students 5% shared there should be better communication, and another
5% felt course materials should be revised. A small number of students 3% felt more
effective instructors should be employed or retained, and another 3% of the students
wanted more hands-on opportunities. The remaining 6% recommended mentor and
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distance learning opportunities, better communication with financial aid, and the
promotion of study habits.
Ratings of noncompleter proper instruction and recommendations data are shown
in Table 6. Noncompleters’ feelings regarding whether or not they received proper
instruction, and their recommendations for institution improvement, are revealed. Of the
38 noncompleters, (87%) shared they had received proper instruction, only 1 student
responded they did not receive proper instruction, and 4 students (11%) did not respond.
When asked for recommendations for improvement, 15 students (40%) did not respond ,
while 11 students (29%) wrote “nothing” as their recommendations and an additional 3
students (8%) wrote “nothing” and acknowledged having a positive experience. In terms
of other recommendations, 8% of noncompleters stated the institution should help
promote study habits, 5% shared technology and equipment should be upgraded, 3% felt
there should be better communication between the instructor and students, and another
3% recommended distance learning opportunities.
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Table 6. Noncompleter Proper Instruction and Recommendations
Noncompleter Proper Instruction and Recommendations
n
%
Proper Instruction
Yes
33
86. 84
No Response
4
10. 53
No
1
2. 63
Improvements
No Response
15
39. 47
Nothing
11
28. 94
Nothing – Positive
3
7. 89
Experience
Promote Study Habits
3
7. 89
Revise or Expand
2
5. 26
Curriculum/Course
Materials
Upgrade
2
5. 26
Technology/Equipment
Better Communication
1
2. 63
Distance Learning
1
2. 63
Opportunities
Ratings of completer proper instruction and recommendations data are shown in
Table 7. Of the 28 completers, 89% shared they received proper instruction, while 2
students (7%) shared they did not receive proper instruction; 1 student (4%) did not
respond. When asked for recommendations for improvement, 10 students (36%) chose
not to respond, 5 students (18%) responded “nothing,” and an additional 3 students (11%)
wrote “nothing” and acknowledged that they had a positive experience. Eight students
total (29%) recommended the employment of more effective instructors, more hands-on
opportunities, revised curriculum, and upgraded technology or equipment. The remaining
6% recommended better communication and organization.
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Table 7. Completer Proper Instruction and Recommendations
Completer Proper Instruction and Recommendations
n
%
Proper Instruction
Yes
25
89. 29
No
2
7. 14
No Response
1
3. 57
Improvements
No Response
Nothing
Nothing – Positive
Experience
Employ/Retain
Effective Instructors
More Hands On
Opportunities
Revise or Expand
Curriculum/Course
Materials
Upgrade
Technology/Equipment
Better Communication
Better Organization

10
5
3

35. 71
17. 86
10. 71

2

7. 14

2

7. 14

2

7. 14

2

7. 14

1
1

3. 57
3. 57

Ratings from graduate proper instruction and recommendations data are shown in
Table 8. Of the 107 graduates, 92% shared feelings of receiving proper instruction, 6
students (6%) responded they did not receive proper instruction, and 3 students (2%)
chose not to respond. When asked for recommendations, 27 students (25%) chose not to
respond, 22 students (21%) wrote “nothing” as their recommendation, and an additional 6
students (6%) recommended “nothing” while acknowledging they had a positive
experience. Twelve students (11%) recommended nonacademic improvements, 9
students (8%) stated better organization was needed, another 7% shared there should be
better communication, 6% stated their technology and equipment should be upgraded.
Additionally, 14% of the graduates felt that communication about financial aid should be
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better, and there should be more hands-on opportunities. They also felt that the course
materials should be revised, and more effective instructors should be employed . Around
2% of the graduates noted that there should be more mentor and distance learning
opportunities.

Table 8. Graduate Proper Instruction and Recommendations
Graduate Proper Instruction and Recommendations
n
%
Proper Instruction
Yes
98
91. 59
No
6
5. 61
No Response
3
2. 80
Improvements
No Response
Nothing
Miscellaneous NonAcademic
Improvements
Better Organization
Better Communication
Nothing – Positive
Experience
Upgrade
Technology/Equipment
Better Communication
with Financial Aid
Employ/Retain
Effective Instructors
More Hands On
Opportunities
Revise or Expand
Curriculum/Course
Materials
Distance Learning
Opportunities
Mentor Opportunities

27
22
12

25. 23
20. 56
11. 21

9
7
6

8. 41
6. 54
5. 61

6

5. 61

7

6. 54

4

3. 74

4

3. 74

4

3. 74

1

. 93

1

. 93
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Rating the Institution and the Services
Overall means by institutional ratings are provided in Table 9. Means and
standard deviations were calculated for the students’ ratings of the institution and its
services, and ratings were on a 4-point scale. The descriptive statistics for all students,
including the number of students who responded to each of the questions about rating
specific services and the average score for each category, are presented in Table 9.
Overall, on average, students rated “occupational instructor,” which is the name given for
technical program teachers, the highest at 3.5; “job placement” was the second highest at
3.3. Students also rated the “administration” of the institution a 3.3. The lowest rated
variable was “physical,” rated at 3.1, which includes the institution’s overall physical
condition. All other variables had similar average scores.
Table 9. Overall Means by Institutional Rating
Overall Means by Institutional Rating
Variable
n
Mean
Lab Equipment Rating
Practical Experience
Occupational
Instructor
Admin Rating
Financial Aid Rating
Counseling Services
Rating
Job Placement Rating
Student Life Rating
Physical Rating

156
157
162

3. 21
3. 22
3. 50

Standard
Deviation
0. 89
0. 96
0. 81

164
162
140

3. 30
3. 28
3. 25

0. 94
0. 99
0. 95

136
147
161

3. 35
3. 13
3. 06

0. 09
1. 03
1. 07

Noncompleter means by institutional rating are displayed in Table 10. This group
of students rated each variable the highest out of all three student categories, with the
output showing “occupational instructor” rated as highest at 3.9 along with “job
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placement.” Students also rated the “administration” of the institution a 3.8. The lowest
rated variable was “counseling services” at 3. 6, with “physical” and “practical
experience” both being rated at 3.7. All other variables were rated with similar scores.
Table 10. Noncompleter Means by Institutional Rating
Noncompleter Means by Institutional Rating
Variables
n
Mean
Lab Equipment Rating
Practical Experience
Occupational
Instructor
Admin Rating
Financial Aid Rating
Counseling Services
Rating
Job Placement Rating
Student Life Rating
Physical Rating

28
28
30

3. 79
3. 71
3. 87

Standard
Deviation
0. 50
0. 60
0. 43

33
33
27

3. 76
3. 79
3. 56

0. 66
0. 55
0. 93

22
25
30

3. 86
3. 80
3. 67

0. 64
0. 65
0. 84

Completer means by institutional ratings are shown in Table 11. Completers are
those who earned at least one certificate. This group of students had average ratings
falling between the other two categories, noncompleters and graduates. The output shows
that students rated “financial aid” as the highest at 3.5 and “occupational instructor” rated
at 3.5. The lowest rated variable was “administration” at 3.2. All other variables ranged
from 3.3 to 3.4.
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Table 11. Completer Means by Institutional Rating
Completer Means by Institutional Rating
Variables
n
Mean
Lab equipment rating
Practical experience
Occupational
Instructor
Admin rating
Financial aid rating
Counseling services
Rating
Job placement rating
Student life rating
Physical rating

26
26
27

3. 31
3. 42
3. 48

Standard
Deviation
0. 79
0. 76
0. 70

26
26
24

3. 15
3. 50
3. 33

1. 01
0. 71
0. 96

21
24
27

3. 33
3. 25
3. 37

0. 91
0. 99
0. 97

Graduate means by institutional ratings are shown in Table 12. This group of
students had lower ratings in comparison to the other two categories, noncompleters and
completers. The output shows that students rated “occupational instructor” the highest at
3.4. The lowest rated variable was “physical” at 2.8. All other variables ranged from 2.9
to 3.2.
Table 12, Graduate Means by Institutional Rating
Graduate Means by Institutional Rating
Variables
n
Lab Equipment Rating
Practical Experience
Occupational Instructor
Admin Rating
Financial Aid Rating
Counseling Services Rating
Job Placement Rating
Student Life Rating
Physical Rating

102
103
105
105
103
89
93
98
104

Mean
3. 03
3. 04
3. 40
3. 20
3. 07
3. 13
3. 23
2. 93
2. 80
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Standard
Deviation
0. 94
1. 03
0. 89
0. 95
1. 10
0. 94
0. 85
1. 05
1. 07

Summary
This study examined the exit interviews of students who attended TCATR
between the years 2017-2019. Descriptive statistics included sample demographics and
descriptive statistics by completers, noncompleters, and graduates. Descriptive statistics
also included program type, name, gender, and race. Reasons for leaving were identified
for noncompleters and completers. Eleven reasons were identified for noncompleters, and
eleven distinct reasons were also identified for completers. Ratings for proper instruction
and recommendations included: overall proper instruction and recommendations,
noncompleter proper instruction and recommendations, completer proper instruction and
recommendations, and graduate proper instruction and recommendations. Rating the
institution and the services included: overall means by institutional rating, noncompleter
means by institutional rating, completer means by institutional rating, and graduate
means by institutional rating. Variables included: lab equipment, practical experience,
occupational instructor, administration, financial aid, counseling services, job placement,
and student life. The analysis and statistical data were thoroughly presented throughout
the chapter. Tables 2 -12 exhibited the variables by means and standard deviation.
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Chapter V – Discussion
The purpose of this study was to provide insight into why students exit the
programs at technical colleges. The findings from the current study are presented in this
chapter, as well as implications, and directions for future research for those seeking
information and strategies regarding the development or implementation of practices that
support student retention and completion. The purpose of this quantitative study was to
examine the reasons for students who attended TCATR between the years 2017 and 2019
exiting the institution before program completion. Identifying these reasons may help
institution administrators strengthen the focus on improving student completion and
retention. Two research questions guided the current inquiry:
1. Based on exit interview data, what are technical college students’ reported
reasons for program noncompletion?
2. How do technical college students rate the institution’s programs, services, and
areas for improvement based on exit interview data?
The researcher gathered the data used to answer these questions from voluntary exit
interview surveys collected from 2017 to 2019 from students ending their studies at
TCATR. In this chapter, the researcher will use findings to answer the study’s research
questions, discuss implications and areas of future research.
Research Question 1
The first research question guiding the current inquiry was, “Based on exit
interview data, what are technical college students’ reported reasons for program
noncompletion?” There were 31 females and 7 males in the noncompleters group, and the
practical nursing program, which is a typically female-dominated program, had the
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highest enrollment numbers. Of the 38 noncompleters, the largest number of students
(42%) identified academic difficulties as their main reason for program noncompletion.
Approximately 26% of noncompleters did not give their reasons for not completing their
programs. About 16% of students left the programs due to job opportunities, relocation,
or being transferred. Additionally, 3% of students changed programs of study while 13%
left due to family conflicts, financial reasons, medical reasons, and personal reasons.
Considering that some noncompleters chose not to disclose their reasons, it was hard to
yield additional conclusive results. Based on available data, however, the most significant
reasons for noncompletion were academic difficulties. Despite dropping out of the
program, noncompleters yielded the highest average ratings of the school’s programs and
services of all students. This dispels the assumption of dissatisfaction but emphasizes the
importance of competency-based training and the lasting and beneficial effect it can have
on workforce development. Participants rated the “counseling” variable lowest at an
average of 3.56.
Research Question 2
The second interview question directing this inquiry was, “How do technical
college students rate the institution’s programs, services, and areas for improvement
based on exit interview data?” 173 students completed the exit interviews for this study,
which included noncompleters, completers, and graduates. Of the 173 students, (30%)
gave no response, and (22%) wrote “nothing” when asked to identify areas in which
institutional improvements were recommended. Of the sample, 7% recommended that
“miscellaneous nonacademic improvements” were needed , while another 7% listed
“nothing” and noted that they had a positive experience. A small percentage 6% of the
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students stated that the institution needs better organization, another 6% shared that the
institution needed upgrades to technology and equipment, and 5% of the students thought
that better communication was needed. In contrast, some others felt that the curriculum
and course materials needed improvements. The overall lowest variable means for
noncompleters, completers, and graduates was 3.06 for the institutions’ physical rating.
The observed frequencies of all variables suggested that overall, students felt that the
institution lacked in its upkeep and physical conditions, with an average score of 3.06.
Noncompleters rated the institution’s physical condition at 3.67, and completers rated the
institution at 3.37. Graduates gave the lowest score for the physical condition at 2.80.
What do the Findings Mean?
The purpose of the current study was to provide insight into why students exit the
programs at technical colleges. With current workforce demands at an all-time high
throughout the state and considering that this state technical college is in a distressed
county in west Tennessee, it is important to understand students’ reasons for exiting
before completion. Successful completion of a technical college program can equate to an
individual earning or not earning a livable wage, as a certification or diploma usually
results in someone being able to secure a better job and a higher salary.
The findings identified noncompleters having the highest ratings and graduates
having the lowest ratings of the college. This finding was surprising, yet valuable. It can
be perceived challenges faced by students living in a distressed county may cause
academic struggles. Students may begin to blame themselves for their perceived failures.
Also, noncompleters are enrolled for a shorter period, which could possibly alter their
perspectives. Whereas, graduates are enrolled from 12-16 months, which would lengthen
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their evaluation period of the institution. The positive ratings are indicative of the quality
training that is stated in the mission of the college. The majority of noncompleters also
stated they received proper instruction. Ultimately, the findings identified the reason
students left technical college before completion, was due to students’ personal issues
unrelated to institutional barriers. The linkage of labor markets to schooling became a
dominant model for the human capital theory. Ideally, the correlation of a student’s
education, abilities, and interest in an occupation became a logical expectation if jobs
were matched with interest and education (Spring, 2016). Technical colleges are indeed
assets when considering an individual’s ability to earn a credential to achieve the goals of
the Drive to 55 initiative.
Findings also indicated that the highest number of student noncompleters were
black. This population of students exited the institution without any certification or
recognized skills to prepare them for the workforce. This is a common demographic in
this RWT County. People living in rural areas have unique barriers and challenges related
to economic and community development. Specific student populations face the risk of
not achieving their educational goals due to obstacles impeding their ability to succeed.
These special populations are underrepresented students, those who come from lowincome families, and ethnic minorities.
Data from economic research shows there are higher rates of poverty in rural
communities, including low household income, and low rates of postsecondary
attainment (Murray, 2018). In 2015, the Governor formed a Rural Task Force for the
sole purpose of bringing together resources from a wide range of organizations to
advance rural communities and increase economic development (TN.gov, 2015).
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Tennessee’s rural communities face unique and specific challenges. Data from economic
research shows there are higher rates of poverty in rural communities, includ ing low
household income, and low rates of postsecondary attainment (Murray, 2018).
The highest number of student completers, or those who earned at least one
credential, were white. These students exited the institution with a certification and a
recognized skill which made them more marketable in the workforce. As stated earlier,
an education is just one avenue through which an individual can gain the skills necessary
to secure employment.
Although findings indicated that the highest number of student noncompleters
were black, they were also the highest number of graduates. The high number of black
females graduates enrolled in the Practical Nursing program contributed to these findings.
Females also generated the largest number of responses for this study.
Findings from each research question deemed definitive results. Research
Question 1: “Based on exit interview data, what are technical college students’ reported
reasons for program noncompletion?” The largest number of students 42% identified
academic difficulties as the main reason for program noncompletion. Surprisingly, 26%
of the noncompleters did not list a reason for leaving. Approximately 16% of students left
the programs due to job opportunities, relocation, or being transferred. These reasons do
not depict a negative connotation for retention but are reasons that could be listed as
work-related or seeking job attainment. Additionally, 3% of students changed programs
of study while 13% left due to family conflicts, financial reasons, medical reasons, and
personal reasons. These reasons should also be taken into consideration when developing
a retention plan. Research Question 2: “How do technical college students rate the
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institution’s programs, services, and areas for improvement based on exit interview
data?” Of the 173 students, (30%) gave no response, and (22%) wrote “nothing” when
asked to identify areas in which institutional improvements were recommended. The “no
or nothing” responses limited identifiable overall ratings of the institution. Not
answering the question could indicate either the like or dislike of the institution. Of the
sample, 7% recommended that “miscellaneous nonacademic improvements” were
needed, while another 7% listed “nothing” and noted that they had a positive experience.
The findings suggest the institution should focus on nonacademic improvements as it
relates to the development of the retention plan.
Implications for Practice
There are several implications for TCATR administrators. The institution’s
retention plans should include the addition of student support counselors and academic
remediation tools. Developing the proper plan will allow students who are considering
leaving the college before completion, the opportunity to receive additional support
before exiting the college. Due to the many challenges’ students face academically
before and after entering college, additional resources could be provided to support
mental, physical, and emotional health of the students.
Administrators should also focus their resources on receiving responses from
male dominated programs. These finding indicate responses were controlled by majority
female populations. The high number of black females enrolled in the Practical Nursing
programs also found this population had higher graduation rates. An assertive effort to
increase male responses and develop more cohort essential programs would strengthen
the findings and allow for a stronger retention plan including a larger perspective.
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To encourage and increase the number of students who complete the exit
interview survey, it should be mandatory and converted to an electronic form for ease of
distribution, completion, and return. Like other colleges and universities, review of
grades is delayed, and completion of evaluation surveys is used as an incentive for
students to view their grades early. This practice should be adopted by TCATs to
increase student response. In 2020, all TCAT alumni and employer surveys were made
available electronically. If exit interview surveys were electronic, it would increase
responses and benefit not only TCATR but all TCATs across Tennessee. The results of
the exit interview data could be used for analysis reports within the TBR system. Survey
results from rural institutions and other selected demographics could be analyzed and
compared to strengthen student retention and academic success.
As always, additional support comes with a cost. Additional funding will be
required to adequately support new positions and restructuring student services to assist
students with combatting social ‘life” issues as well. A repeated effort should be made to
reconnect with noncompleters to encourage their return and completion. An incentive
could also be used and written into the retention or reentry plan.
Directions for Future Research
As illustrated in this study, institutions need to work directly with industry
employers to help align training programs with the job market and available positions.
This will help combat the seemingly expanding skills shortage in the current workforce.
Society relies on an educated workforce to meet the demands of various industries in
which the products that enhance everyday life are made. As stated previously, according
to Brimley, Verstegen, & Garfield (2012), educated workers are more productive because
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they take pride in their work, work faster, and are more creative. These workers also
acquire job skills more rapidly than less-educated workers (Brimley, Verstegen, &
Garfield, 2012). In similar rural communities where the availability of jobs is limited, a
study that details the skills needed to obtain employment in a 50-mile radius would help
educate and train students for future employment.
Adding additional research questions relating to institutional and academic
barriers could also strengthen the study. Formulating questions on exact needs if
academic barriers are indicated could include inadequate program materials, teaching and
delivery methods, and academic support services. Future studies regarding institutional
and academic barriers would identify ways to respond directly to student needs in rural
west Tennessee.
The high number of “no or nothing” responses limited identifiable overall ratings
of the institution. Not answering the question could indicate either the like or dislike of
the institution. In further studies, changing the survey question by listing a selection
options for answers, would demand a response and eliminate or limit nonresponses.
With 90% of the overall student population validating they received proper
instruction, this distinct measure verifies TCATs need future research related to
credibility and outcomes. This quantitative study could expand to include all 27 TBR
technical colleges in West, Middle, and East Tennessee. Survey results could also be
compared between TCATs in the same or different regions. Comparing the findings of
why students leave technical colleges before completing could help retention and
completion rates as a state-wide system. Further studies could also include completion,
placement, and licensure data. As previously stated, America’s top-rated universities and
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prestigious private school networks ensure that the wealthy children get high-quality
educations. Far too many children from the working class and the middle class are not
getting the education they need (Albada, 2010). Additional studies in retention could
benefit students from all sectors of life in, especially in rural communities in Tennessee.
Summary
Several assumptions were drawn based on the findings from the current study,
along with the literature reviewed at the study’s inception:
1. There is evidence that 42% of students who completed exit interviews between
2017 and 2019 failed to complete their programs due to academic difficulties. A
considerable difference was found in the institutional ratings given by
noncompleters in comparison to completers and graduates. Noncompleters also
gave the institution the highest overall ratings, which supports the claim that these
students left due to academic barriers.
2. Students in cohort programs, such as practical nursing and patient care
technology, were more apt to complete the exit interviews and placement surveys
due to the programs’ cohesiveness and cohort structure.
3. Students in female-dominated programs were more apt to provide feedback
related to programs and the institution.
4. 90% of the overall student population shared they did receive proper instruction.
5. The highest number of student noncompleters were black. These students exited
the college with no certifications.
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6. The highest number of student completers were white. These students exited the
college with some form of certification and were employable and able to enter the
workforce.
These assumptions, along with other findings from the study, can be used to develop and
implement policies and practices that may increase student completion and retention rates
at technical colleges throughout Tennessee. Ultimately, this practice assists in achieving
the goals related to the Drive to 55 initiative by increasing credential attainment and
preparing more qualified students to enter the workforce in rural west Tennessee.
Conclusion
The present study results indicate that institutions should utilize exit interviews to
gain valuable insight that may lead to higher student-retention rates in the TCAT system.
Increased student retention and completion will help build a stronger workforce. A higher
education allows an individual to become more marketable and gain the ability to earn a
livable wage. Research has demonstrated that social deprivation correlates with retention
and achievement across the college sector (Davies & Rudden, 2000). As stated, the value
of education is difficult to measure. According to Brimley et al., education is an industry
where extensive data are readily available and can determine the input to education. Still,
no research or empirical study has found a way to measure its total output (Brimley et al.,
2012). In efforts to engage in better practices, exit interviews and placement surveys
should be mandatory procedures versus just a voluntary approach in which some
institutions engage. This is especially prevalent in rural areas where challenges cause
students to exit programs before completion. As stated by Pitre and Pitre (2009),
“historically, postsecondary education opportunities have been limited for certain ethnic

81

and racial populations.” With the demographics of graduates being over 60% black, a
concerted effort in the retention plan must reflect this generally underrepresented
population’s needs. The correlation between socioeconomic status and its effect on
student success has become a topic of concern for post-secondary institutions and those
they directly affect.
Exit interviews provide institution administrators with insight into students’
perceptions about the institution, the program materials and content, the adequacy of
instruction, and the services provided (COE, 2018). This information can be used to
address problem areas in specific departments or develop resources and additional tools
to improve student recruitment and retention. Policies and plans are needed to ensure that
the value of education outweighs the cost. The planning process must work
chronologically, starting with mobilization for implementation, moving to
implementation, and concluding with the institutionalization of the new policy (Fowler,
2013). Utilizing data gathered from the exit interview forms to implement retention plans
at the technical colleges in rural west Tennessee could increase student success and
student access for this population.
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